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| am such a nice guy 


There’s no doubt about it - John Gillooly and John tends to matters particularly 
really owes me a beer. technical, and the odd game. 
We get a lot of cool stuff come across In fact, we all love gaming, and that 


our desks here at Atomic. I'd like to imagine —_ almost undid us this issue. | think Matt 
we're usually pretty gentlemanly about who —_ was way too busy trying to NOT think of 


gets to look at what, and to be honest, we Mists of Pandaria (ne can quit whenever 
all have our individual areas of expertise. If he wants) , but for John and I... it was all 
you're paying attention, you'll know that about XCOM: Enemy Unknown, and who 
Matt’s great with anything with made out would get to review the heinously NDA- 
of silicon, | look after a lot of peripherals, ed code we received. 


In the end, yes, | am the best Editor in 
the world. 

But, to be honest, he was the best 
man for it, having had a deep and abiding 
love of the original. That was something 
| wanted to see fully addressed in our 
review, because - really - this is a game 
for the fans. I’m sure XCOM, as good 
as it is, will pick up a lot of new players, 
but without pleasing those gamers who 
poured years into the original (like some 
of the guests at our XCOM event, which 
you'll find later in this issue), it would likely 
be a failure. 

Thankfully, it’s looking pretty damn 
solid. Now, to get a second copy 
from 2K Games... 


David Hollingworth 


dhollingworth@atomicms 
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Obsidian’s Kickstarter comments thread features eye opening 
insight into the audacity of one unnamed publisher.C 


Obsidian Entertainment hasn’t exactly had 

a great relationship with publishers over its 
lifetime, and has often been quite scathing of 
its experiences. There was the notorious case 
where it missed out on bonus payments for 
Fallout: New Vegas, because it fell short of a 
target metacritic score of 85 (it scored 84). But 
it also had huge issues with Alpha Protocol 
not being Mass Effect enough, as well as 
undergoing the cancellation of games like its 
in-development Aliens RPG. 

One of the great things about its Kickstarter 
campaign is that Obsidian gets to work ona 
project without the shackles that come with 
publishing, and it is already being hugely open 
about the process. As the Kickstarter sails past 
its second stretch goal (which means both a 
Mac version will happen and another major 
storyline will be added) the conversation on 
the kickstarter page has been nothing short of 
fascinating. 

One of the most stunning revelations comes in 
response to a question about whether publishers 
are looking at Kickstarter. Obsidian’s response 
(apparently written by Feargus Urquhart) is as 
follows: 

‘We were actually contacted by some 
publishers over the last few months that wanted 
to use us to do a Kickstarter. | said to them “So, 
you want us to do a Kickstarter 
for, using our name, we then get 
the Kickstarter money to make 
the game, you then publish the 
game, but we then don’t get to 
keep the brand we make and we 
only get a portion of the profits” 

They said, “Yes” 

The fact that anyone at a publisher is 
looking at Kickstarter through such eyes is 
quite frankly worrying, without even getting into 
the fact that the offer seems downright insulting. 
Obsidian has followed up with the following post: 

‘| think they were trying, honestly, to be able to 
do something with us and they felt that was the 
easiest way to do it. They would then not need 
to go get budget approved and deal with the 
challenge of that. What | don’t think they did was 
to think about our side of it and what they were 
really asking.’ 

Just think about that for a moment. We aren’t 
talking about a publisher using Kickstarter to 
garner interest in a niche game, we are talking 
about a publisher using Kickstarter funding and 
the goodwill it engenders to cover the cost of 
getting a game off the ground. While in many 
ways the unregulated nature of Kickstarter 
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makes it somewhat of a socialist utopia, such 
moves could soon cause major damage to 
the spirit that has enabled games like Double 
Fine Adventure, Wasteland 2 and Planetary 
Annihilation get off the ground. 

There has already been serious backlash 
about some projects that intended to use 
Kickstarter to fund alpha development and 
help. developers sell their idea to publishers. 
Some other projects, like Police Warfare, 
actually disappeared mid-Kickstarter after ' 
(we suspect) they were picked up by major 
publishers. That isn’t as much of an issue 
because no pledges would have been paid, 
but just imagine the shitfight that would 
happen if a game in the spirit of Project 
Eternity turned out to be a way of stealth- 
funding early development for a AAA publisher. 

Of course, there is nothing to stop a 
company like Activision or EA putting the 
next Call of Duty or Mass Effect game up 
as a Kickstarter project. But we can almost 
guarantee that neither would rake in funding 
at the rate Obsidian is seeing, or getting the 
outpouring of excitement from fans who get 
to be in some way involved in their favourite 
developers doing what they do best. Doing it 
by proxy through a smaller developer is just 
plain insidious, and that worries the hell out of 
us here in the Atomic offices. 


MAXIMUM POWER COMPUTING 


FROM ATOMIC 


ONLINE 


Well, here we are, well and truly at the end 
of September. In fact, it’s so September's 
end that we’re already in October (as of 
time of writing, of course). Gosh! 

So that means it’s that time to month when 
our hearts and minds come to ponder that 
which is best in Atomic. No, not to crush 
your enemies and see them driven before 
you, but rather to win some juicy cool 
gaming tech (thanks Razer!), in return for 
posting about some other juicy cool tech. 
And who walks away with it this month? 


Why, none other than our old pal 
TheFrunj! The man in the hat shared a 
great post on LEDs light bulbs, nominated 
by a whole mess of you. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=51343&st=0&p= 
1029546&#entry1029546 


Well done, you tech-god, you! 
And there are a couple of honourable 
mentions, to boot. 


drago13666 is wise in the ways of the 
stockmarket. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=51593&st=20&p 
=1035264&#entry1035264 


And GhsotFaceKilla rapped mightily 
about the lawyers and the legal system. 
http://forums.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
index.php?showtopic=51604&st=0&p= 
1035633&#entry1035633 


Give ‘em some applause, guys! 


Bioware founders retire from the games industry 


To soften the blow EA makes mention of new Mass Effect game, 
as well as a whole new IP that is in development. 


It hasn’t been a good few years for Bioware. 
Now fully part of the EA gestalt, the once 
infalliole Bioware name has been a little tarnished 
by the poor reception to Dragon Age 2, an 
explosion of nerdrage at the ending of Mass 
Effect 3 and low subscriber numbers for Star 
Wars: The Old Republic. 

This rough patch is now rounded off by the 
end of an era, with the company’s founders not 
only retiring from EA but from gaming entirely. 
Doctors Ray Muzyka and Greg Zeschuk both 
announced their departure from the company 
via blog posts, with Muzyka off to mentor and 
support a new generation of entrepreneurs, 
focusing on projects designed to have a social 
impact. 

Zeschuk on the other hand is off to involve 
himself in the world of craft brewing, with 
plans to launch a raft of beer related projects, 
starting with an online interview show called 
The Beer Diaries. 

This departure really does mark the end 
of one of the most significant partnerships in 
gaming. Bioware was initially formed by the two 
Doctors, back when they were actual practicing 
medical professionals. In the intervening years 
the company has been responsible for some of 
the greatest titles in gaming history — Baldurs 


Gate, Neverwinter Nights and Star Wars: 
Knights of the Old Republic being some of 
the biggest. Despite recent controversies, the — 
Bioware name stands tall in the RPG world, 
alongside other luminaries like Interplay and _ 
Black Isle Studios. 

With the founders gone, that isn’t the end 
for Bioware. The third of last night’s blog post: 
came from the general manager of Bioware — 
Edmonton and Montreal, Aaryn Flynn, who 
praised the founder then quickly started 
sounding the “everything's ok” alarm, highlighting 
not only the recent announcement of Dragon 
Age 3: Inquisition (and its promises to take the 
criticisms of DA 2 onboard) but also the fact 
that Mass Effect spearhead Casey Hudson is 
not only overseeing the development of a new 
game set in the Mass Effect universe, but also 
an entirely new IP (odds are that we won’t hear 
anything about this until he next generation 
consoles are announced). 

This is certainly the end of an era for one 
of the most interesting game developers of 
past decades, and the gaming industry will be 
a little poorer without Muzyka and Zeschuk. 
Here's hoping that Bioware can recover from 


its stumbles in recent times and retun to the = 
beloved status of years gone by, — e 


Microsoft steals a marchon 
Sony with massive Xbox price cuts 


Save up to $150 on your next Xbox, thanks to the 


latest price cuts from Microsoft. 


We weren't alone in thinking that Sony lost an opportunity with 
the release of the PS3 Slimmer recently. For what's basically pretty 
old tech, with a very flimsy disc cover, the new units seem pretty 
expensive; they seem even pricier following the latest price drop 


from Xbox-maker Microsoft. 


From tomorrow, those in the market for a new Xbox or Kinect, or 
those just now catching up with consoles can save up to $150. 


Here are the full details: 


Kinect Sensor, $149 (save $50 
4GB Xbox 360, $199 (save $50) 
4GB Xbox 360 with Kinect, $299 (save $100) 
250GB Xbox 360 $299 (Save $150) 

Limited edition consoles $399 (save $50) 


MS also took the chance to announce Halo 4 pricing - 
the standard edition will be $89.95, and the LE $129.95. 
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New guidelines forthe 
classification of computer — 
games released | 


18+ 
eee 


The Australian Classification Board 
has just released the new overall 
guidelines for games classifiction, 
including the new R18+ rating, to be 
introduced early next year. 


‘| You can have a look at the entire 


| document here: 


| http://bit.ly/QdQw04), 
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©CAPCOM CO., LTD. 2012. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Alienware and the Alienware head logo are 
trademarks or registered trademarks of Alienware Corporation. Intel, the Intel Logo, Intel Inside, 
Intel Core, and Core Inside are trademarks of Intel Corporation in the U.S. and/or other countries. 
Copyright: © 2012 Dell Inc. All rights reserved. 


WARFIGHTER 


Meeting the real Warfighters: 
A Medal of Honor day out 


Two special forces operators; ten game writers; and the barest taste of what 
it’s like to be a real Tier 1 Operator. 


3 t day that a bunch of j a XK VNA YX 7 re UN 
| ae ae a Ena es ‘l a QR ( } © f / 
best to clear a room from some of Australia’s & 2POSOG } a =a ys 


most elite armed forces members. Not everyday, rea € 
but it did happen last Friday, when EA Australia ‘ere ey ~ ~ | : 
hosted a very special ‘training day’ for ten very > ‘3 ¢ ¥ er" i : > 1 8: 
lucky - and, at the end of the day, very bruised - @ € : a G |. ae | 
local writers. ) & q vs ‘ eee 
The day started innocently enough; we’d & © | i 2 je io a 

been told it was a special day, with two ex- ) C3 ¢ Pane : 3 ~ snnhieenc IS 
special forces soldiers, but not a bootcamp & c - ry Wo sy, | 

- which, really, was bit of a porkie in some ways. > ee q : : 
So all of us gathered at Man of War steps, near .) © ' 
the Opera House, for a boat pickup. Aside ) C) q 
from that, none of us had a clue what we were 28 
in for, other than that we’d been told to dress s G) 

é 


comfortably, in dark or camo gear. > & 
Which | certainly took as a hint - | pretty & 
LA 


\ 
OX 


NS 


much showed up in the gear | normally paintball 
in: battered old Docs, auscam fatigue trousers, 
and a dark shirt. Oh, and my trusty, paint- 
splattered N7 cap. 

The day started with a burst of speed out 
onto the harbour, courtesy of one of the fast 
boat operaters that normally takes tourists out 
onto the water for some seaborne action; it 
also just happened to be in what's known in 
the military as a Tactical Response Boat, one of 
those part inflatable, part rigid, all speed boats 
that special forces do rapid landings in. We 


zipped about the harbour and outside the heads, dedicated sunbathers! a special forces close quarter battle (CQB) 

then zoomed back in for an actual beach landing Waiting for us on the beach was one hell specialist. To call him imposing is putting it lightly; 
near Manly. We even had to hop out of the boat of a reception, in the shape of Dog, a veteran kitted out in webbing complete with mags and 
and into the surf - much to the amusement of of S3RAR - our own parachute regiment - and grenades, and a half-mask covering his face, he 


was a hell of sight. He lined us up, told us he 
wasn't going to take any shit, and informed us 
we could call him Sir. 

And if that wasn’t enough to hint that the day 
was going to be interesting, the demilitarised 
APC he escorted us into, for the drive to our 
training ground, certainly was! 

When we got to destination, we marched 
onto a paracle ground, where a whole pile of 
equipment was facing us, as well as the second 
of our spec-aps teachers, Rofo, a recon sniper 
specialist, and similarly scary guy - especially 
with his Bullpup Barret 50. cal rifle. In fact, if 
you've seen the ‘meet Rofo’ video for Warfighter, 
you've seen him already. 

We were ordered to leave our own bags and 
kit on the ground, and to kit up: first webbing, 
which held @ bush-knife, water, and air-horn 
(more on this later); then a pack, with more water 
and a full-size sledgehammer, just for yucks, and 
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then shemagh scarf, and finally protective gloves 
and a patch bearing our ‘candidate number’. 
We had to buddy check each other's gear, get 

it sitting tight, and then take a short jog around 
the parade ground to make sure everything was 
squared away. 

With all our gear settled and tight, we 
formed up again, and got tasked to go and 
receive our weapons - real, actual rifles and 
submachineguns, a selection of M4 Carbines, 
HK assault rifles, and the odd MPS Navy, which 
is what | ended up with. They were all safed, and 
unloaded, but | think we were all a little stunned. 
None of us had expected to suddenly find 
ourselves actually armed. 

The next part of the training day was learning 
0 first leopard crawl, then a monkey like crouch 
that lets you move low, slow, and steady with 
your weapon on target, and finally the classic 
actical advance, body square on to your target, 
so the chesiplate in your vest can catch rounds 
properly. 

Through all this we only covered maybe 50 
yards, crawling, crouching and walking, but if 
one of us fell behind, out came the push-up 
pose until we were all in a line again. With the 
gear and weapons, it was certainly tiring. 

And one of us, who shall remain unnamed, 
called it quits there and then (hey, Joab!). A 
shame, really, because a couple of minutes later 
the cool stuff really began. 

Rofo had disappeared after we all got armed, 
and now Dog had us advance across a park 
towards a line of brush and trees. As we went, 
muzzles up and on the lookout, he told us that 
ahead, in those trees, was Rofo, sighting up 
on us; we were told he was right there, and 
challenged to spot him. Which, of course, we 
couldn’t, even when just ten meters away from 
wherever he was. 

Dog ordered us to take a seat on the grass, 
gulp down some water - it was a HOT day - and 
take off our gear. He then proceeded to explain 
how to move through brush, how to not be 
spotted, and to then look for a place to lie up. 


Rofo then explained how to pick a hiding spot, 


and subtly alter the environment to make it even 
stealthier - as an avid paintballer and warnerd, | 


was lapping this up. That was, until | realised that 


as we were crossing the field, Rofo had been 
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staring down the site of his Barrett; intellectually, 
| knew it was unloaded and without any risk 
whatsoever, but nonetheless it was sobering 

to realise that one of the most lethal men in the 
country was observing me down the scope of 
one of the nastiest weapons you can think of. 

In fact, it was pretty much a sobering 
experience. The entire day served as quite the 
reminder that no matter how ‘realistic’ you may 
want to a make a game, it’s never going to touch 
on what the real thing is actually like. Even just 
spending a day playing at soldiers is a world 
apart, and the sheer skill and dedication of our 
two teachers was apparent in every movement 
and comment - I’m sure | wasn’t the only one 
present who may have been thinking that 
Warfighter, as a game, somewhat... cheapens 
the real men and women who do this for a living. 

And yet, as | said... | was lapping it up. 
Especially what came next. 

Rofo and Dog then took us through how 
to stalk someone, io basically sneak up on a 
position and then take someone, well, out. The 
challenge was to draw a bead on Rofo, who was 
standing on the other side of a clearing (with that 
damn big gun), and then blow your air horn. That 
would draw Dog over, wno’d check via radio 
with Rofo to see if he could spot you; Rofo was 


also calling out to Dog whenever he did see one 
of us, which basically equated to a kill, in which 
case you had to start again. 

To see if we could get the kill, once it was 
confirmed that we could see, but not be seen, 
Rofo would hold up a number of a sheet of 
paper; if we could read it, victory. 

| managed to get a clean shot on Rofo in less 
than ten minutes, the first and only first-time kill. 
Was | pleased? 

Well, Dog could have been exaggerating, 
but in his words “There are soldiers right now 
who would give their left nut for this kind of 
opportunity; just getting a chance to stalk an 
operator of Rofo’s calibre is something special, 
and almost no one gets through this kind of test.” 

Yeah, | was pleased. 

At the end of the day, | got to chat to Dog 
and Rofo, and they were alarmingly normal, and 
remarkably nice, guys. | think that’s the best 
thing | could take away from the day, actually. It’s 
very easy to mythologise these guys, and EA 
and Danger Close certainly do their darndest; 
but at the end of the day they like a beer, and to 
play a game or two themselves. 

| think Warfighter could do a lot of good trying 
to get that side of these guys across. (\& 


Black Mesa 


LOGIN 4 MOD MATTERS 


[MODIFICATION (\. 


With Ashton “Two mods are better than one” Mills. 


U 


Source 


release. blackmesasource. com | 


nless you've been living under a rock (nothing wrong 
with that, rocks are nice moist and dark places) you 
may have heard of a fan-made remake of the original 


Half-Life, but using the up-to-date Source engine, called 
Black Mesa. 
A remake, it’s worth noting, that’s been eight years in 
the making. 
To say it’s popular is like saying Mr Beiber has sold an 


album, maybe two. It was one of the first projects submitted 
to Valve's new Greenlight project, and the first to make the 
cut from the hundreds of games that appeared on Greenlight 
in the first few weeks. 

Why? Because it’s Half-Life dammit, in Source! That, 


and the development team has done a truly spectacular 


job honouring the original with some 2000 custom-made 
models, 5000 odd new textures, 2000 choreographed 
scenes (okay, that sounds like a /ot of dancing) and a 
whopping 6500 lines of dialogue of new voice acting. 
Seriously, why isn’t Valve paying these guys? 


The only downside to Black Mesa is, perhaps, a 


compliment in itself: there isn’t enough of it. Currently, it 


Half Lite Yj 


presents some 10 hours of gameplay, up 


to the Lambda Core chapter of the original. 


So there's still more work to be done, but 
you can't hide something this grand under 
a headcrab. Because, you know, the 
headcrab will eat it. Or something. Point 
is, Black Mesa has finally been released 
and it’s the talk of the town (or your local 
fictional secret research facility). 

Tickle your nostalgia buds and watch 
the preview trailer at www.youtube. 


as well. 


Win BUCKHESASTORER GDH 


com/watch?v=4_SmxkW33ZM and 
then do yourself a favour and download 
the mod. After all you have no excuse -- 
it's free. Free Half-Life, in glorious Source- 
based HD? Silly question. 

Note that best way to get it is probably 
via torrent (see the main site for links) — it's 
a massive 4.3GB install, decompressing 
to approximately 8GB — though it should 
in time be available directly from Steam 
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MOD MATTERS 


SweetFX Shader Suite 


Game _ [insert your game here] 


URL skyrim.nexusmods.com/mods/23364 


Yur probably heard of FXAA anti- 

aliasing now, given that a host of recently 
released games include support for it by 
default, and may remember it started off as 
an injector (after a proof-of-concept as code, 
of course). This was later built upon to add 
other features such as sharpening, tonemap, 
vignette, bloom, saturation and more. It 
wasn’t just a tool to inject FXAA into most any 
game you want, you could use it to greatly 
enhance image quality too. 

Then came SMAA, another proof-of- 
concept shader-based AA that hands-down 
does a better job than FXAA, and it too found 
a home in an injector. But the injector lacked 
many of the extra image-quality features found 
in the FXAA one, so it was a hard choice 
between high-quality AA and other fancy 
features that make games look stunning. 

The SweetFX Shader Suite rectifies this, 
bundling SMAA with all the goodies found in 
its FXAA injector counterparts. While initially 
designed with Skyrim in mind, as with the 
FXAA injector, you can actually use it with any 
game — the injector comes with .dlls for DX9, 


NEW; | 
MATCHMAKING 
NETWORK OPTIONS 
SFLFCT CHARACTER 
OPTIONS: >> 

ENTRAS 2, 
DOWNLOADABLE CONTENT 


VAT 


NETWORK OPTIONS *” 
SELEGT CHARACTER: - 
OPTIONS = : 
EXTRAS. 
DOWNLOADABLE GONTENT. 
He 


DX10 and DX11 so you can even use it on 
the latest titles. 

We threw it at Borderlands 2 and Sleeping 
Dogs with great effect and it’s one of those 
tools that once you're using it you wonder 
how you ever played without it. 

Using it is simple — just extract all the files 
into whatever folder contains your game’s 


.exe file, then play! In-game hit your Scroll 


Lock key to enable/disable ihe injector on 
the fly. As it’s performing SMAA, you can 
also tone-down or disable entirely in-game 
or driver-based AA settings, and in turn gain 
some performance back. 

Note that by deafault only SMAA and 
the sharpening filter are enabled, so try 
adding Vibrance and Tonemap too: simply 
edit the ‘SweetFX_settings.ixt’ file and set 
#USE_TONEMAP and #USE_VIBRANCE to 
1. You can then play with the strength of these 
features — just scroll down to the appropriate 
section and edit the values. For example we 
found using a sharpness strength of 0.6 and 
Vibrance setting of 0.2 to work really well with 
Borderlands 2. Have fun injecting! (€ 
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_ Audyssey Wireless Speakers 
Price: $299.95 Website: www.audyssey.com 
There's a lot to be said about doing anything in your power to ditch as many 
_ Wires from your home as you can. If you’re anything like us, there’s probably. 
enough cat-5, speaker cables, and power cords around your home to 
~ stretch to the moon — and back! 

So that’s why these elegant little speakers from Audyssey are so 

attractive. They sound pretty good, and are sleek and unobtrusive, but 
also operate with a range of devices via Bluetooth. You can control your 
tunes via smartphone, tablet, laptop, even handheld game consoles. The 
connection range is 30 feet, so you can even keep your phone with you 
as you wander around the house. 


THE COMPLETE \ | j Star Wars: Clone Wars Season 4 


“ ~ UR 

SEASON FO Price: $59.95 Website: www.starwars.com 

While the live action Star Wars series we've been waiting years for seems to 
be forever stretching into development hell, the animated Clone Wars series 
has gone from strength to strength. 

Sure, it can be a little kiddie at times, but in a lot of ways it’s far better than 
anything the related films had to offer, and there’s something pretty alluring 
about weekly (or, in this case, season-sized) doses of Star Wars on the TV in 
your loungeroom. Plus it's got a fantastic art style, and some great characters. 

The Blu-ray release not only looks fantastic, but features a host of behind 
the scenes extras. 


ild themes, 
Mimated violence 
and infrequent . 
coarse languag' 


Razer Blade 


Price: $2999 Website: www.razerzone.com 

We'll get around to a full review of this unit when it becomes available, but this 
new gaming laptop from Razer is already a serious object of desire, well ahead 
of its November release. 

And really, it's not about the grunt - which, with a Core i7 3632Qm processor, 
8GB of RAM, and a GTX 660M GPU, it has grunt - but rather the near 
miraculous size of the thing. It’s only a shade over the thickness 
of larger ultrabooks, and well thinner than just about 
any other gaming laptop on the market. It's 
stylish, too, eschewing the garish design 
of, say, Alienware for a far more stripped 
down style. 

This is definitely droo! material. 
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N7 Armour Stripe t-shirt 


Price: SUS21.99 Website: www.thinkgeek.com 
Love or hate the ending of Mass Effect 3, there's no denying that the series as 
awhole is a new benchmark in game story-telling. On top of that, it has some 
amazing character and graphic design, and few elements of that design are 
more iconic than the N7 logo and armour stripe. 

That’s exactly what you get on this great new t-shirt. 

You could almost pretend you're in the crew — through on pair of black 
or navy camouflage fatigues, and you’re pretty much ready to take on the 
universe. 

Might need to get rid of that pesky BioWare logo, though. 


Dune HD Media Player : | peative oe Blaster 


Price: TBC Website: www.dune-hd.com 


Media players, like all modern technology, are getting smaller and Price: $249 Website: www.soundblaster.com 


smaller with each new iteration, but the Dune HD Connect 
may well represent the bottom line. Traditional networked 
media players tend to be a separate box, with a plug 

to connect your TV, but the Connect’s plug IS the 

player! It simply plugs into your a spare HDMI 

port on your TV, and can then stream a wide 

variety of media formats over your home’s 

wireless network. The Connect also features a 

micro SD card slot and USB port, making for 

impressive adaptability. 
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While sometimes you want smaller speakers, that — 
don’t stand out, at other times you want big imposing | 
sound, along with a big imposing source of that sound: | 
That’s where Creative’s new Axx range comes in. 
Creative knows a thing or two not only about digit 
sound, thanks to its rich history with soundcards, 6! 
also about media players. It’s combined those two 
passions in the Axx SBX 20, the largest and most 
impressive of the Axx range. The SBX 20 features 
Bluetooth connectivity, a mess of enhancements that 
make using your phone even easier, and massive 
amplified output. 


Thinking 


Jake Carroll ponders the cost of being technology enthusiasts. 


ihe month is a little greener than the standard 
Atomic glow. We ask you to think about all 
the power consumed, just by reading the digital 
edition of this article on a tablet. Think about the 
power required for the servers to run that served 
you this PDF. Think about the power required 

to run the workstations to push out those files 

of Adobe InDesign to typeset this issue. Even 
reading the in print edition has an immense 
impact on the environment, even if it’s printed on 
renewable or sustainably planted products. 

We thought that this month might be an 
opportune point in time to look into renewable 
energy sources as they relate so heavily and in 
totality to our future on this planet as technology 


THINKING GREEN 


SN 


consumers. The nature of renewable energy 
doesn’t seem all that interesting or vibrant 
at first, but peeling off the marketing and 
popular-science sticker reveals some amazing 
technology, that certainly deserves a note in the 
hallowed pages of Atomic. 

Settle in for an extra green X-Ray. 


Undoing what we've done 
It's now an undeniable scientific fact that the 
world is running on borrowed time, with regards 
to the energy resources we're mining from the 
earth. The world has only so much fossil fuels 
and energy-dense matter sitting below the 
surface that we can use up. Nobody would 


Solar panels becoming more and more prevalent in many Australian suburbs as a mechanism to offset 


the extremely high costs of power supply and the electricity grid, which seemingly continue to rise. 
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argue that our utilisation and mining of these 
energy dense fuels such as crude oil, coal, 
naturally occurring gasses or otherwise outstrips 
the speed at which the planet can make them. 
It takes hundreds of millions of years to turn 
something that was once an energy-filled, 
carbon-based life form into an energy-dense, 
black fluidic soup under natural conditions. 

Now, we're trying to find a way out of this. It’s 
dawned on everyone (including the governments 
of the world, and the petrochemical companies) 
that time is running short. There is a real 
possibility that there are people reading this 
article who will live to see the day we exhaust our 
ossil fuel reserves. 


Now in the back yard 
There was a time when Solar panels were 
a technology that existed in space, on the 
nternational Space station only. A few years later, 
they ended up on the roofs of the alternative- 
living and progressive denizens of the world. On 
hose same space stations fuel cells also sat. 

Solar panels or, as they are more formally 
known, photovoltaic cells now adorn the 
roof-tops of many Australian homes. Looking 
at it from above, some suburbs appear to have 
situations where there are more homes with 
panels than without. 

Many of us consume technology in the 

same way we consume food. We know it is 
good, we know we enjoy it, but we have no firm 
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understanding of exactly what goes into it. Solar 
power (and other alternative power generation 
solutions) is no different to the masses. Most end 
users are simply putting solar panels on their roof 
to avoid the large power bill that is inevitable as 

a consequence of living in a first world nation 
with multiple air conditioners, large screen 

TVs, many appliances and multiple computers 

in a household, much less the government 
incentives to do so, which, up until recently, were 
quite attractive. 

Looking under the surface of a PVA (Photo 
Voltaic Array) is quite complex. Photovoltaics 
(PV) is ameans of generating electrical power 
by changing solar radiation (as UV light and the 
rest of the spectrum) into DC (direct current) 
power using semiconducting materials that 
have photovoltaic properties. Materials that 
have these properties are said to exhibit the 
photovoltaic effect. 

As we've seen, power generation usually 
implies strings or lines of DC connected panels 
composed of a number of solar cells, made from 
these special materials. 

The materials that are currently used to build 
solar cells and panels are the same materials 
we use to build our CPUs, GPUs and other 
fine-lithographic electronic processes. Generally 
speaking, the fabrication process of a solar cell 
comes in either monocrystalline or polycrystalline 
silicon. Though possibly self evident, this means 
that one fabrication process is a single piece, 
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or boule-cut, of silicon, the other is poured 

from molten silicon into a mould, forming a 

randomised crystalline structure. Other less 

common materials such as amorphous silicon, 
cadmium telluride, copper, indium, gallium- 
selenide/sulphide are also used. It goes without 
saying that recent demand has considerably 
improved the fabrication and manufacturing 
process, as well as making it more economically 
viable. 

For a photovoltaic reaction or effect to occur, 
three things must be in place. 

1. The absorption of light via some material, 
generating either electron-hole pairs, or 
excitons. 

2. Separation of various types of charge carriers. 

3. Separate extraction of those carriers to an 
external circuit. 

That's abstract. The process that takes place 
(or the theory behind solar power generation) is 
put more simply: 

1. Photons from sunlight hit the solar panels and 
become absorbed by the semiconducting 
materials they are made of, such as silicon. 

2. Negatively charged elecirons (anions) are 


Mono Poly Thin Film 


Mono, poly and thin-film fabrication processes 
for a solar cell. 


bumped loose from their atomic structure, 
causing an electrical potential difference. 
When this happens, current (amps) flows 
inside the material to try and cancel that 
potential. We take advantage of this and 
capture that flow. 

3. An array of these devices captures all this 
current and DC power, turning it into usable 
energy for the grid or for a bank of batteries 
or otherwise. 


Humble beginnings 
The true father of the photovoltaic effect is 
debatable. It’s either the French physicist A.E 


It goes without saying that recent 
demand has considerably improved the 
fabrication and manufacturing process... 


The International Space Station. With some 33,000 solar cells 
blanketing its wings, it can generate enough power to keep 
the large battery bank fed with around 6.6kW of power at any 
given point in time. 
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Getting the silicon to a point where it is pure 

and in a monocrystalline form is a complex and 
time-consuming process, that varies in depth and 
complexity from application to application. Here, 
we see an engineer working on the ‘pulling’ of a 
silicon boule which is a single block or pole of 
homogenous silicon. It is a single crystal that has 
a completely uniform atomic lattice. The steps to 
do this are known the Czochralski process. 


Becquerel, who built the world’s first photovoltaic 
cell in 1839, or Charles Fritts, who produced 

the world’s first solid state PV cell by coating 
selenium in a very thin layer of gold to form 
conductive junctions. Albert Einstein explained 
the underlying mechanism of light and photons 
instigating the excitation-carrier principles behind 
solar power in 1905. He subsequently won a 
Nobel Prize for this in 1921. 


allegedly capable of offsetting the costs of running 
a data-centre the size of an iCloud, at 84 million 
kilowatt hours (84 GWh) of generation potential. 
This is 4.8x the explosive power and energy 
potential of the Little Boy nuclear warhead that 
destroyed the entirety of Hiroshima, Japan, on 
the 6th of August, 1945. The pertinent question 
is, given the landmass such a large array takes 
up, and the trees required to be removed to put 
such a facility into production — which is more 
destructive? The bomb, or the mass-land clearing 
required to produce clean energy? 


Fuel cells 

Solar is one way out of the cycle we're currently 
in, but there are other more interesting avenues 
of power generation, also. One such high 

tech option is fuel cell technology. A fuel cell 

is a device that can take chemical energy 

from a fuel and turn it into electricity through a 
chemical reaction with oxygen and some other 
oxidising agent. Hydrogen seems to be the 
most prevalent fuel used in fuel cell technology, 
but there are other substances such as natural 
gas and methanol. Fuel cells are a little unusual 
compared to a standard battery, in that they 
require a constant source or feed of fuel and 
oxygen to run. The attractive nature of fuel cells 


Sir William Grove published a demonstration 
and analysis of the first working fuel cell in the 
1839 edition of the Philosophical Magazine. 


Where to from here? 


With our own country having an insatiable 
thirst for Solar power as a consequence 

of government incentives and the generally 
favourable conditions for producing electricity, 
we're only going to get more and more little 
energy farms per head of the population. 

All this being said, there is also an 
environmental impact in producing solar cells 
and photovoltaic arrays. One has to question the 
truth behind renewable energy sources and their 
sustainability, at this point. 

Apple has recently made headlines with a 
40-hectare solar farm, to power a new North 
Carolina data centre. This massive array is 


is that they can continue to produce energy with 
relative reliability provided these inputs (fuel + 
oxygen) are kept up. In theory, it’s a cheap and 
sustainable thing to keep these inputs up to the 
fuel cell, thus making it an (in theory) intelligent 


The Apple North Carolina solar farm. 


technology and investment for renewable energy. 

Many types of fuel cells exist, but they all 
contain an anode, a cathode and an electrolyte 
that allows charges to migrate between both 
sides of the fuel cell. Electrons are effectively 
pulled from the cathode to the anode through 
the external circuit, producing a direct current 
effect; thus, load has to exist on a fuel cell for it 
to operate in the power-generating sense. 

The major difference between all fuel cells is 
the material used for the electrolyte. As such, 
they are classified by their electrolytic material. 

Like many technologies (as with Solar, talked 
about earlier), the technology for the fuel cell 
has its roots in an earlier time. It's only current 
innovations that have made it more viable. Sir 
William Robert Grove (a Welsh scientist and 
barrister) published a demonstration and analysis 
of the first working fuel cell in the February 1839 
edition of the Philosophical Magazine and the 
Journal of Science. This reference cell was 
based upon a phosphoric acid electrolyte. 

Many years passed and companies such 
as GE (in the late 1950s) worked towards 
making the fuel cell practical for commercial and 
aerospace applications. In the 1960s some of 
the patents were sold to NASA for part of the 
space program. In 1991, the first car for on-road 


Matthias Loster, 2008 
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350 W/m2 


[From Wikipedia] Solar areas defined by the dark disks could provide more than the world’s total primary 
energy demand (assuming a conversion efficiency of 8%). That is, all energy currently consumed, 
including heat, electricity, fossil fuels, etc., would be produced in the form of electricity by solar cells. 
The colours in the map show the local solar irradiance averaged over three years from 1991 to 1993 (24 
hours a day) taking into account the cloud coverage available from weather satellites. 
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The basic constructs of a fuel cell. 
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Our own country is a pioneer in the SOFC 
market, with the company Ceramic Fuel Cells Ltd 
producing some of Australia’s first fuel cells... 


use was developed by Roger Billings. It was 
another hydrogen-based technology. United 
Technology Corporation’s Power division is the 
current day supplier of the largest commercial 
fuel cells in use for the space program (or what 
is left of the space program) and industrial 
workloads. 


The efficiency of 
fuel cells in the real world 


A question always worth asking is in probing 
the actual efficiency of something, as opposed 
to the marketed numbers or the on-paper 
capabilities that an equation has come up with. 
If the United States DoE (Department of Energy) 
is a reliable source to be credited, in its paper, 
‘Comparison of Fuel Cell Technologies, February 
2011’, it suggests that fuel cells are in general, 
between 40% to 60% efficient. 
http://goo.gl/gxuyl 


Economics 
and the big players 


Back in reality, certain governments are 
aggressively taking steps to put enough 
infrastructure in place to make fuel cell power a 
reality for transport and vehicles. In February 2012 
it was announced in the proceedings of the Fuel 
Cell Development Information Centre that the 
Japanese government would be increasing the 
number of hydrogen filling stations in Japan to 
100 by 2015, as a stimulus and means to create a 
stronger market for FOVs (fuel cell vehicles). 
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LG has made bold movemenis announcing 
its intention to buy a 51% share of Rolls Royce 
Fuel Cell Systems, such that LG can now move 
into the industry of gas-fed SOFC technology for 
mass production. 

The market-buzz around SOFC type plants 
is that they have high efficiencies, solid (often 
ceramic cores), long term stability and relatively 
low costs. The significant downside to these 
types of fuel cells however, is their extremely 


The large production Bloom Box ES-5700 from 
Bloom Energy. This is a Solid Oxide Fuel Cell (SOFC). 


high operating temperatures, routinely between 
500 and 1000°C and the long start up times 
(many hours to reach peak outputs, if not days, 
currently). Our own country is a pioneer in the 
SOFC market, with the company Ceramic Fuel 
Cells Limited producing some of Australia’s 
first suburban-power generation grade fuel cell 
technology in the form of its BluGEN device. 


Generating power. 

Doing good? 

In general, by generating power, we are doing 
good. We're putting power back into the 

grid from a renewable source, such that all 

of those server racks we have in our garage 
aren’t simply contributing to the use of fossil 
fuel/traditional coal based power stations. The 
complexity of this proposition, as with anything 
we're feeding back to the grid or pushing on 
to new infrastructure is the limits and legacy of 
old systems. Just as we have problems with 
the amount of bandwidth available to us for our 
Internet and gaming needs, the power grid will 
have to upscale to cope with all of us trying 

to do good and generate power. Yes, it’s an 
economic burden — but we’re trying to help the 
planet, right? (é) 


The BIuGEN Ceramic based fuel cell technology. Coming to a home near you. If not already and depending 
upon government legislation, the units may be eligible for feed in tariff returns. 
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Vorrying volts 


My old ThinkPad’s 20V, 65 watt 

J power supply died. The laptop still 
worked from my Piece-O-Crap(TM) car 
cigarette lighter power supply, so | bought a 
new off-brand mains PSU for it for $9.49 
delivered on eBay (instead of $38 for a real 
Lenovo one). 

The sticker on the new power supply 
actually says ‘19V 5A’, though. | remember 
the thing you wrote years ago about high 
current capacity not being a problem 
(dansdata.com/gz013.htm), and 19 volts 
times 5 amps should add up to more than 
enough power even if the sticker is lying, 
but | didn’t like the look of that lower 
voltage spec. 

| got out my $10 yellow multimeter that 
| bought after about the tenth time you 
mentioned that everybody should have 
one, and the actual voltage seems to be 
about 22 volts! This alarmed me a bit so | 
checked the car charger as well, and that’s 
outputting 21.6 volts, though it says 20 on 
the sticker! 

| remember you saying that it’s normal for 
plugpacks to deliver more volts when ‘open 
circuit’ than when actually plugged into a 
load, but these things seem to be all over 
the place. The car supply cost even less 
than the new mains one so | wouldn't be a 
bit surprised if it was killing my laptop — is it? 
Am | a fool not to have gotten brand-name 
everything? 

Dylan Garrard 


You're almost certainly fine. Dirt 

cheap laptop power supplies might 
be more prone to catch fire or screw up in 
such a way as to deliver mains voltage 
directly to the laptop, but in reality the worst 
they usually do is just drop dead harmlessly 
after not very much use. 

Specifically, the higher voltage probably 
isn’t a problem. Many modern laptops are 
tolerant of a surprisingly wide input voltage 
range; their power supply is actually split 
into two, with the exterior portion only 
needing to deliver sufficient current at 
something vaguely near to the rated voltage. 
It's DC-to-DC converters and regulators 
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inside the laptop itself that feed the actual 
computing hardware. 

You probably can’t run a nominal-20- 
volt laptop from twelve volts, and greatly 
exceeding the expected input voltage is not 
a good idea. But pretty much everything 
ought to be fine with an input voltage ten per 
cent over or under the specified value, and 
realistically, 20% is likely to be okay too. 

(As usual, though, all care, no responsibility. 
When a fragment from your exploding over- 
volted laptop kills the passing grandson of a 
Mafia don, you're on your own.) 

In the olden days, this was not the case. 
Old laptops commonly have several pins on 
their power plug, delivering the same several 
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A vow of 
(network) silence 


Lb My Windows 7 64-bit PC can no longer 
see the Internet, or anything else on the 
local network, and | don’t know why. 

I’ve got a Netgear DGN1000 combination 
DSL modem/access point/ethernet switch, and 
a Windows 7 laptop, and a WinXP old PC that 
| use as a print server when | use it at all. The 
laptop sees the Internet and the old PC via Wi- 
Fi, the old PC sees the laptop and the Internet 
via wired Ethernet, but my main PC doesn't 
see anything anywhere. | plugged a USB 
Wi-Fi adapter into it and that didn’t work either, 
though it does on the other two computers. 

If it was just the wired Ethernet then I’d figure 
the motherboard network adapter had died 
and replace it with a $10 network card, but I’m 
now thinking it’s a software problem. | just don’t 
know what the software is. 

Flynn H. 


| got Flynn to download (using the 

J laptop...) a Linux LiveCD, and try booting 
the offending computer from that. And lo, 
Ethernet suddenly worked fine again. 

My first suspicion, given this, was that 
someone had set Windows Firewall or some 
similar program to block everything. But that 
wasn’t it. 

It was bloody commercial antivirus software. 

In this case it was an update to McAfee 
AntiVirus that decided to protect Flynn's 
computer from Internetually Transmitted 
Diseases by the 100% effective means of total 
abstinence. But McAfee is not the only antivirus 
program that can do something like this. | don’t 
know when it was that paid security software 
for home users became more trouble than it’s 
worth, but it's been that way for years now. 

It is a good idea to have some kind of anti- 
malware software on a Windows PC even if 
you're not prone to click on anything that tells 
you to do so, but I’d stick with the free, and 
well-behaved, option of Microsoft Security 
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Essentials if | were you. 

(Windows 8 has anti-malware software built in. I'm sure Symantec 
already have a very plausible explanation for why you should use their 
stuff instead.) 


Invisible ninja process 


i I've got a Core i5 PC with 4 CPU cores, but I’ve noticed that if 
something's clogging the first CPU up, a lot of software doesn’t 
seem to use the other cores very well, so the computer gets all slow 
and jerky. 

This is not usually a problem, because it doesn’t happen very often 
and | can change priority and CPU affinity of offending processes in 
Task Manager, but recently it’s been happening ALL THE TIME and | 
cannot find the process that’s causing it. If | run other CPU-intensive 
stuff | can see that it all only adds up to 75-80% CPU utilisation in Task 
Manager, meaning one CPU is being completely used up (which | can 
see in Task Manager > Performance, too), but what's using that extra 
CPU time is a mystery, and now my PC sucks. 

Now |’m thinking there’s some stealth botnet thing running, though 
icrosoft Security Essentials says my computer's clear. 


Piper Mac 


(0) The culprit is probably a service, not a normal program. 

Services are, essentially, background tasks with which users 
are not meant to directly interact. Task Manager has a tab to display 
services, but neither it nor the Control Panel ‘Services’ interface will 
show you if one’s hogging the CPU or flogging the hard drive. 

In general this isn’t a problem, because services aren’t meant to do 
that sort of thing, and usually they don’t. To see if one is misbehaving, 
though, use Process Explorer, the utility so good that Microsoft bought 
out the guy that made it, bit.ly/sysint. Process Explorer shows services 
alongside normal processes, and lets you alter task priority and CPU 
affinity for them, just like normal processes. 

Shortly after | sent the above, Piper got back to me with the news 
that the culprit was indeed a service — CarboniteService — which feeds 
the Carbonite online backup system, which Piper subscribed to a while 
before this problem started. Setting CarboniteService’s priority to Below 
Normal and its affinity to CPU 3 solved the problem, but Piper now 
needs to do that every time she restarts the computer. If you only restart 
your computer every several weeks, though, that’s not a major problem, 
so you don’t need to mess around with outboard utilities or executable- 
editors to do it automatically. 


Network stretching 


The share house I’m living in is kind of long and skinny, and one 

WiFi access point can’t cover all of it. So we want to extend the 
network with a second AP in... extend mode... (not really a networking 
expert, here), but my Zyxel ZyAir G-1000 AP and one housemate’s 
Apple Airport Express don’t seem to want to do that, no matter which 
one’s the ‘master’ actually connected to the Internet, and which one’s 
the extender. 

What should we do? 
Max Horn 


There’s a name for the protocols involved with extending a Wi-Fi 
network, ‘Wireless Distribution System’ or WDS. But there’s no 
actual standard for it, and it’s normal for different brands to not work at 
all with each other, or to not work if you want any security better than 
the extremely-crackable WEP. or to have other personality disorders. 
The same goes even for purpose-built ‘wireless extenders’ that can’t 
operate as a normal access point by themselves. | suspect your Zyxel 
AP — which dates back to 2003 — is too old to be extendable by 
anything. 
Any two recently-made and identical wireless access points that 
mention WDS in the manual will probably work. Any two recently-made 
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access points (or one AP and one extender) from the same manufacturer 
are a pretty good bet, too. So if your share-house budget stretches that 
far, getting a couple of new Netgears or Belkins or whatever, or some 
cheap off-brand access points that the seller swears have a working WDS 
and will give you a refund if they don’t, should solve your problem. 

A cheaper alternative is to run an Ethernet cable down the hallway, 
from your Internet adapter or a network switch connected to it, and 
plug any old access point in at the other end. Then you can set up two 
separate networks, which shouldn't be too much of a nuisance as long 
as nobody wants Internet access with no interruptions while walking from 
one end of the house to the other. 


Do not negotiate with hijackers 
| | | just noticed that when | do a Google search in Firefox, the ads on 
ay the results page are not the usual Google ones. The ad-links all go 
to google-co.com/... now, which obviously wants you to think it’s a 
Google server, but isn’t. 
Do you know what’s going on? 
Henry Wolfe 


You installed the “IE Tab Plus” extension for Firefox, didn’t you? 

As well as letting you put an Internet Explorer browser session 
in a Firefox tab, that extension hijacks Google ads. Its user reviews on 
the Firefox add-ons site are, for this reason, sharply split between happy 
users who didn’t notice the hijacking, and very unhappy users who did. 

As | write this, google-co.com is down. It’s possible that this now 
causes IE Tab Plus to do the exact opposite of its author's intent, and 
leave your search results completely ad-free. 

This particular browser hijacker is, | think, pretty benign, which is why 
it managed to get positive reviews. Your typical hijacker replaces your 
home page and search engines, pops up ads and causes ‘you’ to ‘click’ 
on them, and wedges itself into place using the same extremely annoying 
tricks as much other modern malware. ( 


| prefer my hijackings to happen the old-fashioned way. 
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‘ime to turn the page 
on storage performance. 


Waiting for the right time to own an SSD? For 
performance to peak? For price per gigabyte to approach hard 
drives? The time is now. Four years in the making, the OCZ 
Vertex 4 Solid State Drive Series redefines the modern day 
computing experience with enhanced performance and 
endurance and unleashes ultimate productivity, gaming, and 
multimedia applications like no other storage solution. 


MAX /OPS 


| © a= : | YEAR 
Up to 120,000 IOPS 
and 560MB/s 


Technology 
OCZTECHNOLOGY.COM ¢ 


Synnex Australia Pty Ltd Melbourne, Sydney ABT Distribution: Multimedia Technology: PB Technologies: iWay Computer (NZ) Ltd 
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Bl es was a time back in the 8-bit era when 
you purchased a game it was complete 
and, importantly, bug-free. This was a time when 
software was simpler, in all fairness; but there 
was an impetus that once a game went out on 
cartridge, or tape, or 5.25-inch floppies, that this 
was it. It had to be a finished product, because 
once it was shipped you couldn't touch it. 

The internet has given rise to an option for 
developers to release now, patch later. In some 
ways, this has made them lazy. Less time is spent 
ironing out bugs with the perspective that, instead, 
anything they miss gamers will likely pick up and 
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quests (kinda important), and HD textures among 
araft other changes. It’s slick and nicely polished. 
However | also broke my golden rule and dove 
in with a Borderlands 2 pre-purchase because 
it’s freaking Borderlands!. And it's Gearbox right’? 
Surely a big company with such an important 
brand would make sure this was perfect — except 
in less than a week after release we've had 
savegames losing progress and Badass ranks, 
Golden Keys being hacked, and bad network 
performance and framerate issues leading to 
stuttering that Gearbox hasn’t been able to solve 
at the time of writing. | already gave-up playing a 


If you wait long enough, this often has the 
side-benefit that the game will be on sale... 


complain about. Which essentially makes us all 
beta-testers working for the developers, only we 
pay them for privilege. 

So for my own experience at least, | have a rule: 
never buy a game at release. Inevitably a game 
often doesn’t just have minor bugs, which you can 
live with, but game-breaking bugs that will ruin your 
experience if you’re among the first to encounter 
them. In the worst cases, the game isn’t even in a 
shippable state, as the debacles of Sword Of the 
Stars Il and Legends of Pegasus has shown us. 

Fixing these bugs can take weeks, often 
months, to iron out so rather than wasting 
your time or losing your sanity over corrupted 
savegames, you might as well wait until it's had a 
few patches. If you wait long enough, this often 
has the side-benefit that the game will be on sale 
when you do go to buy it (I’m sure there’s some 
odd esoteric economics here when the better 
product is cheaper). 

Two of my recent purchases are a prime 
example of this — now on discount, | bought 
Sleeping Dogs. It's patched at version 1.5 with 
proper menus designed for the PC over the 
unwieldy console ones at release, crash fixes and 
performance improvements, bugfixes for NPCs in 


atemic 


co-op game with a friend because the framerate 
keeps dropping through the floor. | should have 
stuck to my rule: I’m sure Borderlands 2 will be 
another gem of an experience in time, but right 
now it’s not, and needs patching. If you haven't 
bought it yet, hold off. 

So how interesting that we've started to see 
anew development, at least on Steam, when 
it comes to buying games: the pre-purchase 
rewards. This appears to have been borrowed 
from Kickstarter, where developers have for some 
time now offered extra bonuses to people who 
throw their money in at different levels, with more 
and more extras the more money you commit. 

And it doesn’t sound like a bad idea - we're 
seeing freebies like extra character or weapon 
skins, new or unique items, in-game bonuses 
or special edition extras like soundtracks being 
offered if you pre-purchase. Right now for 
example on Steam, XCOM: Enemy Unknown is 
offering up the Elite Soldier pack, exclusive Team 
Fortress 2 items, and a free copy of Civilisation V 
for three different levels of commitment. 

Sweet, right? Free stuff is always welcome — 
but what a conundrum that we're being asked 
as gamers to lay down our money for the game 


before release, while at the same time knowing 
that the better experience of playing it is going to 
be months after release, when it’s been properly 
patched and bug-fixed. 

It would be a far more compelling and easy 
choice to lay down the hard cash for a game 
pre-release if you knew that, once it went gold, 
you were going to be playing a finished, perfected, 
product. But that’s the exception and not the rule 
these days, and so no matter how desperate | am 
to re-live the XCOM glory days in what's looking 
to be a stunning remake, and that some of pre- 
purchase rewards are looking nice, I’m not going 
to be buying it until well after it's released. 

It's a little sad that the industry as a whole - with 
the bad developers tainting it for the good ones — 
has taught us that when it comes to buying games 
at release, we're better off not buying at all, and 
instead saving our money until the game is fully 
patched. © 


Ashton, however, is completely patch-free. 
amills@atomicmpc.com.au 


The role 
_ of the dice 


There’s a lot of great and pen and paper games that have 
made it to video game land, but a lot more that deserve 
equal attention. David Hollingworth’s found five great 
RPGs that should get some video game love... 


here is a great debt that video gaming owes to 
classic roleplaying games of the pen and paper 
variety. If you’re not a veteran of hours spent huddled 
aroundz the kitchen table, rolling dice and updating 
character sheets, it may sound odd, but think about it; imagine 
what gaming would be like without, say, Gary Gygax? All those early, 
classic Dungeons & Dragons-based games just wouldn’t exist, not ¢ 
to mention the state of modern gaming, where video games take their % 
settings, sometimes their entire systems — like Neverwinter Nights, or Knights 
of the Old Republic — from tabletop games. 
Games like Cyberpunk, which CD Projekt Red is working out, or the 
various Shadowrun games currently being Kickstarted; even the long series of 
Mechwarrior games, including the upcoming Mechwarrior Online, all come straight 
from a tabletop covered in salty snacks, rulebooks, and hex maps. Maybe even 
tiny lead miniatures. 
But the games that have crossed that divide are the tip of the iceberg. There 
are more RPGs being developed and printed now -— or distributed digitally — than 
almost ever before. Not all of them really suit the conversion, but there some — both 
classic and new — that could have been made as testbeds for a modern video 
gaming epic. 
Read on to find our selection of great RPGs that deserve a bit of developer love. 
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Eclipse Phase 


www.eclipsephase.com 


The hard SF child of Catalyst Studios, Eclipse Phase is the newest game 
on this list. Published in 2009, the game has won a tonne of awards, and 
has been added to with expansion books that give the incredible setting 
even more detail, not to mention a tonne of smaller, PDF-only releases. 

The setting is an amazing melange of SF tropes, all fixed against 
a background of a hard take-off singularity that has left the Earth a 
wasteland, and humanity brought to the brink of extinction. There 
are colonies of humans - or, at least, what passes for human in this 
transhuman age — from Mercury out to the Kuiper Belt, and even beyond, 
with just as many societal archetypes as there are places for society to 
adapt to. 

One of the most unique aspects of the game, is that death is almost 
never final. Individuals back up regularly, so in case of death, can be 
simply — if, perhaps, expensively — re-skinned. This also affects space 
travel — most people simple beam their egos somewhere, and use a 
rental body. 

This could translate into a video game wondertully. Imagine an action 
RPG, something like Mass Effect, but without saves. Instead, you literally 
get to respawn. Time may have moved on, and unless you've planned for 
it, your new body may be... well, not what you hoped for. 

Eclipse Phase would make for a great RPG, but it could work for 
a number of other genres. You could easily turn it into an XCOM (the 
original) style game, wherein you take on the roll of a Hypercorp or other 
organisation sending in hit teams to extract scientists or vital data. Given 
the over-arching plot of Al-driven warfare, it could even be a strategy 
game, as a factionalised humanity struggles to overcome a relentless 
machine threat. 


Real Game Anecdote 


was... odd. 


tentacles, all the time... 


SCuUIPse) PHASE. 


RA 


At one point in an EP campaign of mine, the players needed to 
contact the criminal element controlling an ice-asteroid in the main 
belt. The only wrinkle... the criminals were uplifted Octopus. EP 
has a lot of uplifted species, including Ravens and Primates, but 
it's the Octomorphs that are really interesting. 

So, they live in one of the sub-ice-crust oceans, and the players 
wanted to make a good impression. So one of them volunteered 
to have his ego sent ahead, and housed in an octopus body. This 


Well, the game has an entire system for dealing with body- 
swapping, and going from one body-form to one drastically 
different is very tough. I've got to give it to the guy who did it - he 
nailed it, making every test he was called upon to do. 

What really freaked him out, though, was octopus flirting. All the 
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Traveller 


www.mongoosepublishing.com/rpgs/traveller.html 


The grand old classic of SF roleplaying, Traveller has had 
more publishers, editions, even rule-systems (and the 
odd spin-off!) than you can poke a stick at. It’s even had 
multiple settings, because the timeline of this SF game, 
that sees humanity struggle through a nuclear war, then 
early space-flight, and finally multiple, mega-star- 
empire is just so detailed. 

Traveller's always been one of the more grounded 
RPGs out there; sure, it’s got all kinds of aliens, but 
there’s a certain pulp charm to them, and like the 
newer Eclipse Phase, the original writing team 
was very much creating a pastiche of existing 
ideas, drawing on SF novels from Frank 
Herbert’s Dune to Asimov's Foundation. 
But one of the lingering ideas of the game 
is that for all that humanity has come 
so far, we're essentially just the same. 
The quintessential Traveller campaign 
is usually built around a combination 
of politics and cut-throat commerce, as 
struggling crews of tramp freighters try to eke out a 
iving while avoiding corporate and alien interference. 

Try and imagine a more ‘realistic’ Star Wars, and you'll kind of 
get the idea. Over years of publishing, entire books were released 
on classes, starships, fleet rules, the military... it's possibly one of 
the most complete settings ever created. 

While Traveller's big enough to be almost any kind of game, 
from shooter to strategy, it would shine as an Elite-style flight and Real Game Anecdote 


trading sim. Players could start out as just mustered out military I've never run a Traveller game, but | have played in a few, including one 
pilots, starting a new trading career, with hundreds of worlds at military campaign run by an old friend who was ex-military himself. This was 


their feet, and profit and intrigue hiding at every starport. in the very gritty Traveller 2300 setting, which is basically modern nation- 
‘ : = states... IN SPACE! 

So there we are, playing soldiers in a colonial militia on a planet called 
Tanstaafl (yes, it really does stand for There Ain't No Such Thing As A Free 
Lunch — it was a tough place). Through numerous escapades, our squad 
came up with an unusual battlecry; while other units had gung-ho mottos like 

“We exterminate species”, we had the simple but eloquest “We're trained.” 

The implication being that while we may not be explicitly trained for any 
given circumstance (child-birth, law-enforcement, voter security, repelling 
an alien invasion), we were certainly enthusiastic about giving anything a 
red-hot go. 

To this day, among the veterans of that game, the phrase “We're trained” 
is synonymous with having no idea, but willing to try something anyway. 
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SLA Industries 


http://nightfall.co 


SLA was always bit of a boutique game. It 
melded a lot of classic cyberpunk tropes 
with a certain post-punk attitude to artistic 
style. It was set in some undated future, on 
another planet, dominated by the titular SLA 
Industries, a corporation so vast it was just as 
often at war with itself as its few competitors. 
Add in a mix of alien and vaguely spooky 
supernatural races, and simple resolution 
system, and a deeply black sense of humour, 
and you got a game that was popular 
amongst counter-culture Goth types and 
dedicated convention roleplayers. 

There’s a couple of things that make me 
think the dark, dystopic world of SLA would 
make a perfect game setting, for something 
a lot like Deus Ex or Syndicate. For one thing, 
the art style is amazingly rich, and would 
make for a very unique visual look. We don’t 
get to see a lot of Goth or Punk styled settings in games, and it’s 
definitely something that could set a game aside. 

But what really makes the game interesting is the hyper- 
corporate nature of the setting. As players progress in their role 
as ‘troubleshooters’ for SLA, they pick up branding contracts, or 
sponsorship deals to use certain weapons; an experienced operative 
looks not unlike an elite a sportsman, like a racecar driver, while still 
being a deadly techno-assassin or alien magic-user. At the same time, 
the media is ever-present, and the game was actually well-ahead of its 
time in predicting and illustrating the rise of reality TV stars. Of course, 
in SLA, all the stars are violent killers... 

Finally, there’s big guns, cool armour, and gleefully violent setting to 
use them all in. Damn, | want to play this game again right now! 

It should be noted, though, that great minds think alike. At the 
time of writing the original writers of the game are looking to get 
SLA Industries up and running again, as a true multimedia property — 
including video games... 
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CREATED BY Dave ALLsop 


Real Game Anecdote 

The media affects every facet of life in SLA Industries, so the media 
in turn needs a lot of very interesting skillsets to keep content 
pumping along. In a game | played at a roleplaying convention many 
years ago, | found my character to be quite... challenging. 

One of the races in the game is called the Shaktar; if you cross 
Klingons with the Predator, you've got an idea of what they’re 
like. | was playing a Shaktar, but not a warrior or fighter - | was 
the producer for a squad of troubleshooters, making sure they’re 
contracted firefights were adequately filmed and broadcast. 

It took me a while, but | eventually really got into the guy. For 
him, it wasn’t about combat — he got his victory jollies from good 
press, great ratings, and sticking to the bottom line. But there was 
still an element of doing everything with honour. Thus, the following 
exchange with a cop who had shot one of my star troubleshooters. 

“You! Dog! It is with great honour that you shall sign and initial in 
four places this release form, so we may film this most enthralling 
combat episode!” 

“Uh, or what, dickweed?” 

“Or, with great honour,” and | pulled out a Big Gun (TM), “I will kill 
you in all the ways my race knows how -— but that will not be good 
for ratings, or your honourable media career, Monkeyboy!” 

“Where do | sign?” 
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Delta Green 


www.delta-green.com 


Even someone who’s never roleplayed in 
their life would know of The Call of Cthulhu, 
the excellent and atmospheric game based 
on the works of HP Lovecraft. Even then, 
you probably know who Lovecraft is, and 

a few games have dabbled in that territory 


before, or — like the recent The Secret ) x" 
World MMO. > t ACALL OF CTHULHU SOURCEROOH OF 


: f ; 1% MODERN HORROR AND CONSPIRACY 
But in case you live under a rock, > | = FROM PAGAN PUBLISHING 


the main gist of Lovecraft's mythos is 

that humanity is effectively a minor and 
insignificant race, once the slave of beings 
far more advanced and intelligent, but who 
died out long, long ago. There are dark 
sleeping Gods, evil colours out of space, 
and all kinds of sanity-blasting monsters 


OF THE 


CTHULHU 
MYTHOS 


waiting to... well, it doesn’t bear thinking \ AA acts DEAN 

about. The Call of Cthulhu RPG’s most | / BN a THES 

famous mechanic was the Insanity stat; the \ “of } Y, 5 ae 

more you saw or understood of the real a ae Je ! ENMS EHS 

world, the more insane you got, before the SOHN T-SHYDER CE MOE ELLEN 
inevitable slide into bug-eyed crazy person 

ranting on the street. and more... 

The original setting was between the world wars, a kind of early Indiana Jones holistically-designed. The Secret World can easily feel like 
with more tentacles and black magic, and the heroes were often private eyes, tough avast hodge-podge of tropes, but the Cthulhu Mythos 
dames, socialites, or university professors. hangs together far tighter, and | think interesting things 

Delta Green took that setting and updated it to the modern day, while throwing in could be done with the whole Delta Green organisation, 

a huge degree of X-Files paranoia. The monsters, Gods, and fear of insanity are stil and the fact that it technically doesn’t exist, and all its 

all there, but players are all part of a secret, deniable organisation called Delta Green; members still have day jobs — balancing, say, working for 
typically, they’re law enforcement, military, intelligence, or journalist types who've all the FBI AND killing threats from beyond space would be 
had contact with the super, sub or unnatural. an interesting challenge. It could work as an MMO (though, 

As agame, it might sound like it'd would be covering a lot of same ground as The seriously, NOT a subscription-based one!), but could just 
Secret World, but | think it could do a better job of it. It would also be a lot grittier as easily be a very dark shooter or action RPG. 


Real Game Anecdote 

This one goes back to another convention experience, and 
is areal fable as to why it might be a Bad Idea (tm) to give 
too much power to your players. 

The game was all about some mysterious disease 
outbreak, linked to a cult in some coastal town, that lead 
to some kind of apocalypse. The main reason I’m still 
vague about the plot is that the team my friends and | were 
playing were told our characters pretty much had unlimited 
resources to investigate, cover up, and generally make the 
problem go away. 

Unlimited? Really, we asked the guy running the game. 

y Yes. Really. Let’s just say we were not the kind of team you 
wanted to give that kind of carte blanche to. 

We never ended up seeing much of the plot; we got other 
teams of people, with shoulder-mounted cameras to do 
the hard work. We rotated teams off the line so they could 
receive counselling; in case anything happened off-shore, 
we tasked a US Navy destroyer to conduct ‘exercises’ in 
the area. We set up a complete media blackout, napalmed 
a nearby forest with ‘odd stuff happening in it, and generally 
made the GM's life hell, as we consistently out-thought, 
out-planned, and out-manoeuvred every bit of the game as 
it was ‘meant’ to play out. 

We had a hoot, though. We all loved the conspiracy- 
laden Delta Green setting, and it was really nice to get a 
| chance to win for a change! 
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Fading Suns 
http://redbrickllc.com 


So far we’ve been avoiding anything with swords in it. Dungeons 
and Dragons, that most swordy of RPGs, pretty much has a lock on 
fantasy gaming, and as has been mentioned, has spawned one or 
two video games you might be vaguely familiar with, like Planescape: 
Torment, Baldur's Gate, and so on. 

But swords are cool, and another game that has them in spades 
(uh, so to speak), as well as magic, demons, blasters and spaceships, 
is the feudal SF classic Fading Suns. 

Roleplaying games often fuse together a mess of inspirations, so 
that different players can pull different things out of the game to 
inspire their own characters and stories. Fading Suns manages the 
interesting trick of combining the medieval feudalism and religious 
politics, with space opera, and a touch of horror from beyond for safe 
measure — think Warhammer 40,000 crossed with Star Wars, with 
more than a touch of The Name of the Rose and a bit of Halo. Set in 
the year 4999, the game lets you play a questing knight from a noble 
house, a hardbitten mercenary fighting on an alien frontier, or smart 
trader looking to pull the wool over the eyes of an ignorant peasantry. 

There has in fact already been a couple of Fading Suns computer 
games, so this is kind of cheating, but neither were very good, or really 
did the setting justice; one was a lacklustre strategy game, as you 
struggle to unite the various guilds and houses under one Imperial 
banner, and the other was an ill-thought out space combat sim. 

Both these genres suit the setting - ship combat is a solid part of 
the game, and very interesting, given the mix of technology levels (can 
you say ‘boarding actions’?), and war is an ever-present threat — but 
one of the game's strengths was in its strong set of factions and 
motivations. There are five great noble houses, five guilds, and many 
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church factions, not to mention alien races and minor nobility. The 
game really cries out to be turned into a solid MMO; there are only 
twenty or so worlds in the setting, and for most, star travel is rare; 
players could work up to travelling to new worlds by doing favours for 
powerful NPCs, and each character type would have unique starting 
quests and chains, as well as overarching plots to explore (like, for 
instance, why the stars themselves are actually fading...). 

The beauty of the hierarchic setting is that at all stages of a player 
character's life, there is someone to tell him what to do, so it suits a 
quest-based game system. At the same time, there’s lots of scope 
for PvP between houses, or boss-raids into alien space. And the mix 
of tech — rapiers are commonly used by nobles, but so are personal 
shields, while guild types often fall back on guns, and priests have the 
power of prayer — makes for lots of fun and highly visually identifiable 
game mechanics. 


Real Game Anecdote 
House Decados is one of the major powers in the game; they’re a 
kind of highly decadent, Russian spin-off, a combination of House 
Harkonnen from Dune and the last Russian royal family. They’re known 
for devious intrigues, interesting parties, and poisoning people for fun 
and/or profit. 

The head of the House is one Hyram Decados, and he is so sneaky 
(and also morbidly obese; and with a hidden 
host of mechanical spider legs below the 
waist - Decados are odd, man) that when | 
introduced him into a Fading Suns campaign 
| was running, he... well, I’m not sure what he 
did. You see, we were all a bit soused by this 
time in the session, and while | and the 
player character he was talking to were 
sure he had big plans, none of us could 
remember them the next day. The damn 
guy is so good, he even had me forget! 

That's just cruel. To this day I’ve got the 
feeling he’s just hiding somewhere in the back 
of my mind, waiting for that campaign to start 
up again... ( 
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HARDWARE 


NEWS, REVIEWS AND ROUNDUPS ON THE LATEST HARDWARE 


he age of affordable IPS screens has begun, 

with examples of the best, and worst, ways 
to attack the budget monitor market. Get the 
lowdown in our Head 2 Head on page 48. We 
also saw the first serious contender to Dell's 


U2711, and it comes from an unexpected source. 


Our eyesight also managed to recover after 
looking directly at the mirror-esque anti-glare 


coating of Dell's budget mode! to review some 
other stuff, including some of the products that S ponsore cd by 
excited us most during Computex this year. 

Even if you don’t build your own PCs (you 
crazy, crazy person). We'd suggest checking out A Ve Vv, a e ad re | 
Hardwired PC's Fusion system - it is an amazing i 
example of the computing power that can be 
packed into Bitfenix’s Prodigy case. 


MOTHERBOARDS RAM 
MSI Z77 MPower 36 G.Skill Trident X 4 
VIDEO CARDS PSU 
ASUS GTX 660 DCUII TOP 37 Corsair AX1200i 45 
Powercolor HD7770 PCS+ 38 LAPTOP 
SSD MSI GT70 45 
Corsair Neutron & GTX 40 

SYSTEM 
PERIPHERALS Hardwired PC: Fusion 45 
Tt eSports Level 10 mouse 4] 
CASE 


Cooler Master Silencio 650 44 
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Live Gamer HD 
H.264 Hardware Compression for PC Games 


HARDWARE | 


MSI Z77 Big Bang Mpower 


A pretty tight effort from MSI, with some great BIOS features. 


Street Price $249 Website www.msi.com 


Specifications <1155>; Z77 chipset; ATX form factor; 3 x 
PCI-e 16x (1x 16x, 1x 8x, 1x 4x); 4 x PCI-e 1x; 4 x SATA2, 2 x 
SATA3; DDR3-3000(0C 22nm) 


Ax: yet another attractive board to the 
ub $250 market, MSI has just launched 
the Z77 Big Bang Mpower. Its main competition 
will be the Gigabyte Z77-UP4 TH, as well as the 
ASUS P8-Z77 V-Pro motherboards, which both 
offer similar features and price tags. There is no 
doubt both boards offer stiff competition, so let’s 
take a closer look at the MSI offering, and see 
how it stacks up. 

One area the Big bang fails to compete on is 
price, with the exclusion of a Thunderbolt port on 
the rear I/O panel. While Thunderbolt is still in its 
relative infancy, and devices are expensive, we 
feel boards in the $250 price range should start 
to come with the option for this new technology, 
much in the way the Gigabyte is producing ‘TH’ 
and vanilla versions of their new UP series. 

One addition to the rear I/O panel that may be 
appreciated by some, though, is a Wifi/Bluetooth 
dongle. This will allow users to connect to 
their network wirelessly, leaving extra room for 
important PCI devices such as SSDs and video 
cards. Both of these technologies have been 
implemented on mini-USB, so they can actually 
be removed and connected to other laptops or 
PCs in your home should you find no need for 
them on your gaming/OC rig. 

Sharp observers would have already noticed 
the inclusion of three PCl-e 16x expansion slots. 
Unfortunately only 2-way SLI and CrossFire 
is supported, meaning the third slot is largely 
useless unless you require it for SSD, sound or 
networking cards. Of course this is the case for 
most 277 chipset boards on the market, so it’s 
not really surprising. 

Additional features include a cool App called 


MSI Z77 Big Bang Mpower 
<FX-8150> 


Stock 


15x240; DDR3-1680 


@9-9-9-121T 


PiFast (seconds) 

wPrime 32M — Single-thread (seconds) 39.462 
wPrime 32M - Multi-thread (seconds) 7.678 
CineBench RI1.5 x64 — Single-thread 1.07 
CineBench R11.5 x64 - Multi-thread 6.06 
AIDA Read (MB/s) 18762 
AIDA Write (MB/s) 21435 
AIDA Latency (nanoseconds) 
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MOTHERBOARD 


Command Centre, from which 
you can stream music and video, as well as 
control system clocks and voltages. If you feel 
like overclocking the motherboard, memory or 
CPU it’s all there, along with fan profiles and 
much more; all you need to do is download it 
on your iOS device, and connect it to the same 
network as your Desktop PC. It’s a cool little app 
with some practical purpose, though serious 
overclockers will no doubt stick to the BIOS. 

Speaking of which, the new UEFI BIOS has 
been ported over to Windows, allowing full 
control over all aspects of the system while 
booted into your operating system. This not only 
allows advanced users to fine tune their PC after 
booting, it allows new users to browse the web 
and trouble shoot any issues or questions they 
may find as they encounter them. 

All of the usual extras like Lucid MVP and 
THX sound have been included, plus a whole 
bunch of onboard controls and switches, making 


OC2 (best stable manual 
overclock) 

17x260; DDR3-2420 @ 
12-12-12-261T 


OCT (hest stable auto 
overclock) 

16x240; DDR3-2100 
@9-9-9-121T 


36.876 32.451 
7.326 6.431 
1.43 1.82 
6.74 8.63 
23437 26921 
23567 29873 


extreme overclocking that little bit 
easier to debug and reset. On top of this, 

MSI has also undertaken a new stress testing 
methodology, which involves a 24-hour burn-in 
test at 4.6GHz (CPU Frequency) using Prime95. 
This apparently proves the overclocking stability _, 
of each motherboard, ensuring a lower DOA rate - 
and a guaranteed 4.6GHz minimum overclock 
for valued customers. 

As for our overclocking tests we ran the board 

through our usual benchmarks, and came up 
with some nice results. A 4.8GHz CPU clock 
with 2400MHz RAM is a wonderful thing, and we 
never get tired of seeing the benchmark times 
plummet. The overall results are impressive, 
though from what we've seen the UP4 is stil 
marginally quicker in some tests, while also 
costing around $15 less. At the end of the day 
the MSI Z77 Mpower has some unique features 
that set it apart from the direct competition, 
though we feel a single Thunderbolt port would 
have been a smart inclusion. ((&) 


Performance Fe= 4 
It’s no slouch, and i | 
hand tested. rome 


Bundle 
The usual stuff plus 
some cool extras. 


Value 


A competitive offering, though 


it can’t match the UP4-TH 
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ASUS GTX 660 Direct CUII TOP 


A hell of lot better than we were expecting, and speedy to boot! 


Street Price $319 Suplier ASUS 
Websites www.asus.com 
Specifications 1072MHz core; 1527MHz memory 
(6108MHZzeffective); ‘<Kepler>’ core; 960 CUDA 
Cores(NVIDIA); 2GB GDDR5; 192-bit bus width; dual-slot 
active cooling; Dual 6-pin PCle connectors. 


bli is our first real look at the GTX 
660, and with the launch of the 
GTX 650 and GTX 560Ti also around 
the time you're reading this article, 

it can be a little confusing trying to 
discern the difference between the 
four mid-range offerings from Nvidia. 

The memory bus receives some 
cuts here and there, but capacity doesn’t take 
a hit until the GTX 650 SKUs, which only feature 
a 1GB capacity. For this reason the GTX 660 Ti 
and non Ti cards can both perform at 1920x1080 
without a hitch, and even push their way into 
higher resolutions if you’re willing to squeeze every 
extra ounce of performance from their memory 
and the GPU core. 

As the GTX 660 comes with a 192-Bit memory 
bus, it’s running the same bandwidth as the 
GTX 660 Ti, albeit with a neutered GK 106 GPU 
behind the wheel, finding itself roughly 1 Billion 
transistors shy (about 30%) of the more powerful 
GTX 660 Ti. For this reason core clock is vitally 
important if we're going to see any decent 
performance from this card at resolutions of 
2560x1600, and you’re also going to need to 
push memory bandwidth as far as possible if 
there is any hope of smooth gameplay under 
FXAA and Anisotropic Filtering. 

ASUS has done much of the work for us, 
shipping the card with a sporty 1072MHz 
overclock on the core, and a healthy 6108MHz 
clock on the memory. While this is more 
than adequate for some 1920x1080 gaming 
(averaging around SOFPS in BFS), our (relatively) 
new benchmark suite is set up to run all tests at 
2560x1600, so we've got to launch Afterburner 
and see how much further this card can go. 


Unfortunately, 
given that there is a hard voltage 
cap restriction on this card, we're 
not actually able to push much past the 1072MHz 
(1137MHz Boost) clock, only hitting a nice round 
number of 1200MHz before finding instability 
in our testing. For anyone wondering what that 
equates to in a Boost clock, it’s 1265MHz when 
boosting its little heart out. 

Is this near 300Mhz lead over the GTX 660 Ti 
enough to bridge the gap? Surprisingly, it’s pretty 
bloody close, falling roughly 5-8% short in most 
tests in both 1080P and 1600P. Unfortunately 
it’s simply no match for the GTX 670, with a far 
higher Stream Processor (CUDA) count, and far 
superior memory bandwidth; the poor GTX 660 
really struggles to Keep up with the high resolution 
textures and image filtering. 

Of course this card isn’t designed to be 
running 2560x1600, and we are actually 
surprised that it fared so well. Our only 
reservation with picking up the TOP edition card 
reviewed today is that, while impressive, it’s only 


ASUS GTX 660 Direct CUI] TOP Synthetic Benchmarks 
Unigine Heaven, Avg - 14 


3DMark 11 - 6048 


Battlefield 3 


Arkham 
City 


atemic 


ASUS GTX 660 Direct CUI] TOP Gaming Benchmarks 


= Reference scores: Radeon HD7950 


Frames per second 


around $20 less than a GTX 660 Ti. 
ASUS has a habit of placing its high-tier TOP 
cards a little out of reach, and it seems it’s going 
to happen once again. The GTX 660Ti is a faster 
card, hands down, and if you can snag one for 
only $20 or $30 more, then you'd have rocks 
in your head to ignore that fact. In our opinion 
the TOP series of cards should be left for the 
GTX 660Ti and up, as price sensitive mid-range 
cards like the GTX 660 quickly find themselves 
encroaching on the market above them if vendors 
get carried away with overclocked samples. 
While we're impressed with the performance 
of this GTX 660, there's no difference (besides 
the factory clock) between this card and the 
regular GTX 660 DCUII from ASUS, which will 
save you roughly $40. Of course if you don’t want 
to overclock the card yourself, that is fine, but 
in that case we'd suggest looking at the GTX 
660 Ti instead, or heaven forbid consider the red 
team, as a HD 7870 is both cheaper and faster (in 


Performance =a 
Impressive performance * «== a6 
for a GTX 660 


Bundle 
The usual ASUS kit, with, = 
software and 3-year 2 


Impressive performer, though there 
are'smarter options. 
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Powercolor HD77/0 PCS+ GHz Edition 


About as fast as a 7770 can get! 


Street Price $180 Suplier Powercolor 

Websites www.powercolor.com 

Specifications TISOMHz core; 1250MHz memory 
(5000M+z effective); ‘<Cape Verde>’ core; 640 Stream 
Processors (AMD); 1GB GDDR3; 128-bit bus width; dual- 
slot active cooling; 6-pin PCle connector. 


TT? HD7770 has been around for more 
than a little while, so it’s about time we 
took a second look at what's available right 
now, and what's changed; not just in terms of 
physical products but also with drivers. We 
decided a good card to look at is Powercolor’s 
HD7770 PCS+ GHz Edition, because while it 
also happens to have an impressive name, the 
performance really matches it. 

Funnily enough, every HD7770 on the market 
is currently a GHz Edition, and even on launch, 
there weren't any cards available operating at | 
ess than 1GHz, even from AMD itself. So we 
find it weird that the name is included on these 
cards, as it really doesn’t add anything to the 
product. Regardless, let's take a look at what 
the PCS+ has to offer us in terms of core and 
memory clocks. 

At 1150MHz core clock, the PCS+ is no 
slouch; in fact it’s the fastest card we've been 
able to find at time of writing. Couple that with 
the 1250MHz memory clock and you should 
have yourself a very fast HD7770; in fact, it should 
be able to give the reference HD6850 a run for 
its money when running resolutions at or below 
1920 x 1200. 

Overclocking beyond the factory applied 
1.15Ghz is something that won’t come easy. 
Increased voltages will be a must, and a custom 
fan profile wouldn't be a bad idea either. In our 
testing we were able to reach 1250MHz on the 
core, which sits only 100Mhz above the factory 
clock. For this reason we'd argue it’s fairly fruitless 
to push beyond factory overclocks, as you're 
simply adding additional stress and voltage to 
the poor Cape Verde core for fairly small 
performance gains. 


Powercolor HD7770 PCS+ GHz Edition 


Unigine Heaven, Avg -8 


3DMark 11 - 3841 
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Powercolor HD7770 PCS+ GHz Edition Gaming Benchmarks 


= Reference scores: Radeon HD7950 


The memory on the other hand 
has a little more to give, going from 
5GHz to a healthy 5.65GHz before finally 
generating some nice red and green screens 
of video card death. Of course, if you plan on 
running higher sampling rates, the memory 
overclock will come in very handy; unfortunately 
due to the 1GB of VRAM, the card is completely 
inadequate for gaming at 2560 x 1440. If you're 
playing on 1920 x 1080 resolutions or lower, 
expect nearly triple the performance shown in 
our graphs. 

Keeping the card cool at clocks over 1GHz 
isn’t exactly hard, but doing it efficiently is. 
Powercolor, in this case, seems to have gone 
for a cheaper option over a more extravagant 
method. The cooler is comprised of a very simple 
aluminium heat sink, with only a single copper 
heatpipe used for VRM and memory cooling. The 
fan itself is also a fairly standard 80mm fan found 
on a lot of competitor cards that also fall into the 

‘budget’ section of the market. 
This cooler is far from impressive, but given the 


Synthetic Benchmarks 


Frames per second 


fairly low power requirements and heat output of 
the HD7770, it does the job well enough to keep 
most gamers happy, especially for the asking 
price. Sure, it’s a little loud when you let it spin up 
beyond 60%, but for the most part, it’s more than 
tolerable, creating only a soft whisper inside your 
case. If your chassis is pretty solid, you shouldn't 
notice much at all. 

Temperature readings are more than 
acceptable. With idle temperatures measuring 
amere 34C, and loads barely tipping 69C 
there should be little concern of this card ever 
overheating. When running our peak overclocks 
however, our temperatures were hitting roughly 
81C at load when using the automatic fan profile. 
For such a small card this is starting to get a little 
warm, and is yet another reason why it’s probably 
better to simply stick with the 1.15GHz clock that 
Powercolor has provided. ((g) MW 


Performance Ce 
The fastest factory- 
clocked HD7770 on 
the market 


Bundle 


3-year warranty 


Value 
The factory overclock i 
all you’ 


Overall 
It's a near reference card, with a 


high frequency BIOS. 
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Remember when SSDs where a luxury 


item? No longer... 


Street Price $249 Supplier Corsair 
Website www.corsair.com 


Specifications 240GB Capacity, SATA 3, SSD, 
5-year warranty. 


[: seems like every second month we're talking 
about SSDs and how quickly they’re becoming 
an essential part of any gaming system. As prices 
have slowly come down from above $3 per 
Gigabyte not even 12 months ago, we’re now 
seeing a floor of $1 per Gigabyte and even lower 
on some budget capacities and brands. 

Of course Corsair and its competitors have 
drives well under the $1/GB benchmark now, and 
at $249 the new Corsair Neutron is just shy of 
that. This isn’t by coincidence, as you'd expect, 
as the Neutron sits roughly in the middle-ground in 
the Corsair line up, somewhere between value for 
money, and top-tier performance. 

Something that sets the Neutron series apart 
from the cheaper Force drives from Corsair - and 
for that matter every other SSD on the market 
—is the inclusion of an LAMD (Link_A_Media) 
controller. The initial press release from Corsair 
promised significant gains in performance, as well 


as stability, so we’re pretty keen 
to see exacily what truths there 
are to these claims, and indeed see 
if this drive is a worthy upgrade for the 
Atomican audience. 

It seems the Neutron’s biggest strength 
is Read performance and IOPS readings, which 
hit 85,000. This is previously the domain of OCZ 
and its “MAX IOPS” series, though it seems 
SSD enthusiasts can now look forward to similar 
performance at a much cheaper price. 

Overall we're very impressed with the Neutron, 
it's cheap, it’s got a more than generous five 
year warranty, and it’s readily available thanks to 
Corsair’s massive distribution. If there was only 
one thing we'd like to see added, it would be 
larger capacities. 

We'd say the price is justified, though not 
everyone will agree on that. If you’re chasing a 
cheap 240GB SSD and don’t really care what 


performance or warranty you're getting for 
your money, there are plenty of choices available 
to you. For those who are after a solid performer, 
and don’t mind paying that little bit extra, the 
Neutron is worth your consideration. © MW 


Overall 
It's hard to fault the new drive 
from Corsair. 


Corsair Neutron GTX 240GB 


Very fast, but perhaps the lesser version will do. 


Street Price $299 Supplier Corsair 
Website www.corsair.com 


Specifications 240GB Capacity, SATA 3, SSD, 
5-year warranty. 


those not content with the awesome 
performance of the standard Neutron, 
Corsair has built a GTX version using toggle-mode 
NAND memory. These DDR memory modules 
are around three times the speed of legacy SD 
NAN modules, and up to 1.5 times the speed of 
the DDR NAND used in the standard Neutron. If 
the SSD controller and storage bus are both fast 
enough to accommodate the maximum read and 
write speeds of the memory, what you should end 
up with (on paper at least) is a significantly faster 
drive. 

In reality, the GTX is a very fast drive, though 
in read speed and access times, there’s little 
difference between the two drives. The only 
tests where we saw a gain was in write speeds, 
and they were actually fairly significant (around 
100MB/s in some tests). 

Depending on your intended use for the SSD, 
write speeds may not be all that important to you, 


40 


and the already fast 
Neutron may be enough. 
If however you know you 
will be constantly removing 
and writing data to your SSD, 
then the GTX is indeed be a worthy 
investment, as it seems performance 

can be around 20-25% higher than that of 
the standard Neutron. At $299 many people 
may simply opt for the faster Neutron anyway, 
considering it only costs around $50 more than 
the standard drive. 

As for competing drives in this price range 
there really aren't a whole lot of alternative options, 
unless all you're chasing is IOPS. OCZ has the 
Revo Drive 3 which offers higher IOPS but lower 
transfer speeds in most real world situations, and 
there is also the Vertex 3 Max IOPS which also 
falls behind in every other benchmark. To us the 
Neutron GTX is a fairly dominant drive in the $300 


price range, but depending on your intended 
purpose, you may not agree. 


Overall 


G.Skill Trident X 240QMHz 


Does double-dipping help this RAM kit? 


Street Price $89 Supplier G.Skill 
Website www.gskill.com 


Specifications 4x 4GB kit; PC3-19200 (2400MHz), 
10-12-12-31 2T; 1.65v; 240-pin DIMM; Non-ECC 
unbuffered DDR3 


Ne you're not living the real-life Ground Hog 
Day, we have reviewed this kit before (see 
issue 138). The kit we reviewed didn’t perform up 
to scratch, and G.Skill, looking to save, insisted 
we take a second look (at a second revision) and 
give the kit another go. 

At first glance there's no difference between the 
first review kit and the shiny new one, but once 
you take some time to look closer you'll notice the 


Stock 
35x100;DDR3-2400 
@10-12-12-312T 


Maxstableoverclock 
35x100;DDR3-2600 
@10-12-12-302T 


PiFast (seconds) 18.31 17.92 
MaxxMEM2(Score) 1109 1434 
AIDARead(MB/s) 21469 22712 
AIDAWrite(MB/s) 28132 28796 
AIDA Latency 29.4 29.2 


(nanoseconds) 


Outstanding in design, but quite an effort to master. 


Street Price $110 Supplier Anyware 
Website www.ttesports.com 


Specifications 8200dpi sensor; 4x dpi settings; IIx 
programmable keys; 128kb memory; gold-plated USb connector. 


al Walia ves getting a lot of traction out of 
its elite Level 10 brand, and by extension 

its fruitful design partnership with car-maker 
BMW. The original Level 10 case was a premium 
behemoth that turned case-design on its head, 
and with the new Level 10 M mouse from the tT 
eSports brand, Thermaltake is now looking to do 
the same to gaming peripherals. 

Design-wise, the Level 10 M is both an 
impressive departure, and a clever reproduction. 
On the one hand, there are some amazing 
features straight out of the Cyborg RAT range, but 
very elegantly and uniquely realised. In terms of 
inspiration, though, there’s also a nod to Corsair’s 
own Vengeance line of mice; both the Vengeance 
and Level 10 M mice benefit hugely from a solid 
aluminium body, lending them great strength and 
durability, as well as solid heft in the palm. 

All this is set off with a very good sensor. 
Coupled with the added weight in the Level 
10, the sense of precision and control is pretty 
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heatsink is of slightly different construction. 
The way the red ‘blade’ top slides over 

the black shroud is different, and better 
designed, along with the screws used 

to hold said blade in place; they sit flush 

and are slightly larger. As far as we can tell, 
apart from the subile change to heatsink 
construction the RAM modules are the same. 

Having established that, we cautiously installed 
the kit into the test bench, hoping to God we 
would receive some better numbers than last 
time. Good news; we very quickly discover the 
kit will actually run in XMP mode this time around. 
Woohoo! 

Moving beyond these clocks and onto some 
real IMC stress tests, we manage a clock of 
2600Mtz (1.75v) before the kit finally gives up 
puff. This is with cache timings of 10-12-12-30 
2T, almost the same as the reference timings 
the kit ships with. Loosening up the timings to 
12-16-16-34 2T did give us limited success at 
2800Mlz (1.85v), but it wasn’t worth the effort as 


we weren't seeing any performance increases and 


experienced the odd BSOD. 

Still, for $89 this kit should offer a bit of fun, 
assuming of course you can reach 2600MHz on 
your IMC, and your RAM kit agrees to play nice. 
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While we have reviewed faster kits, and even seen 
our IMC go alittle further than this kit would allow 
us, it’s hard to deny the value represented by this 
kit. If you’re running anything under 1600MHz, the 
upgrade is worth considering. ( (6) MW 


Overall 


For $89 you'll be hard pressed. 
to find a faster ki 


amazing; it just feels like something a German 
engineering team would put together! 

It's also very adaptable, thanks to two 
points of adjustment, letting users adjust 
the left-right tilt of the upper surface, and the 
height of the rear curve under the palm of your 
hand. There's only millimeters of difference, mind, 
but it makes a world of difference, and can really 
help you get used to the level 10 M's design. 

Sadly, you do need help in that area. Ostensibly, 
the mouse is designed for right-handed gamers 
in terms of button size and light-placement, but 
of all the assymetrical mice I’ve tested, this is 
easily the most versatile for lefties. However, the 
secondary thumb buttons - two on either side - 
are placed right where a lot of gamers thumbs 
would naturally sit. Because of this, there really is 
only one way to grip the mouse - carefully holding 
onto an aluminium ridge above the buttons. It 
takes some getting used to, but I'd wager it’s 
totally worth it. 

There's some atrocious spelling (ironic, | 
know) in the included software, but it's otherwise 
powerful - possibly too much so, as | nearly 
bricked the mouse playing around with lift-off 
settings! You can also play with the M's lighting 


points, which are very artfully 
arranged to light up the hollow interior. 
The final cool touch is a small plastic cap that sits 
over the USB connector, and a cloth bag - great if 
you travel with your mouse a lot. © 


| 
Overall 
Great design but difficult to grip. 
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ASUS GeForce’ GTX 660 Ti 


DirectCU Il TOP 


ASUS recently launched its 
custom-designed GeForce® GTX 660 Ti 
DirectCU II TOP in conjunction with the 
release of NVIDIA®’s highly anticipated 
GeForce® GTX 660 Ti graphics card. 
The combination comes not only with a 
super-efficient core that is designed to 
produce a significant 16% performance 
boost, but also ASUS’ DIGI+ VRM 
6-phase S.A.P. (Super Alloy Power) 
technology. The performance packed 
card is therefore undeniably in the 
running to take the crown as a 
powerhouse among high-end graphics 
cards! 


Performance That Exceeds 


Expectations 

The buzz surrounding GeForce® GTX 
660 Ti, long before it hit the shelves, is 
largely attributed to the exceptional 
reviews of the GeForce® GTX 560 Ti 
launched last year, whose impressive 
performance has led gamers to await 
enthusiastically for a graphics card that 
would outperform its predecessor. The 
ASUS GeForce® GTX 660 Ti DirectCU II 
TOP, utilizes the same GK104 GPU 


which powers the flagship GeForce® GTX 


680, and has essentially the same 1344 
CUDA cores as the GeForce® GTX 670. 
Its acclaimed Kepler superefficient core 
is factory-overclocked to increase the 
card’s stock core speed from 915 MHz 
to 1059 MHz, while the added GPU 
Boost technology is expected to further 


TX660 TL0C2 TOP 
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The ASUS GPU Tweak utility allows gamers to 
enhance the graphics card performance at any 
time. Moreover, the ROG signature graphical 
interfaces promise to excite further. 


bump the clock speed to a maximum 
of 1137 MHz — surpassing the card’s 
stock core speed by a whopping 
157MHz. 


Since the launch, ASUS GeForce® GTX 
660 Ti DirectCU II TOP has continued 
to test off the charts. It is no doubt 
apparent to keen gamers that the 
exceptional test results place the card’s 
performance levels even above and 
beyond that of some enthusiast-class 
graphics cards. Additionally, the card 
comes with ASUS’ GPU Tweak software 
utility which allows gamers to tweak the 
card’s memory bus and voltages, as 
well as to increase the card’s power 
budget to increase the boost clock. The 
utility equips gamers with the means 

to tweak the card’s thermal and power 
envelopes, which translates to the 
ability to efficiently strain the ASUS 
GeForce® GTX 660 Ti DirectCU || TOP! 


Award-winning DirectCU 


Technology 

The ASUS GeForce® GTX 660 Ti 
DirectCU II graphics card features the 
exclusive DirectCU technology. The 
custom-designed cooler uses direct 
contact thick copper heatpipes for 
faster heat dissipation, achieving 20% 


ULTIMATE COOLING 
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Extra Metal 


DirectCU Technology performs 20% cooler and 
35% quieter, ensuring quieter and cooler 
operations 


cooler performance than reference 
designs. The twin 100mm 
sound-dampening fans which provides 
up to 600% greater airflow are able to 
operate at lower speed thus resulting 
in quieter computing environment. The 
dust-proof fan design also provides 
120% longer lifespan and better 
dissipation efficiency. 


Super Alloy Power 


Technology 

In addition to outstanding performance 
levels, it is crucial that a graphics card 
carries good quality components to 
deliver stable overclocking. This card 
uses two 6-pin PCI Express power 
connectors that employ ASUS’ 
exclusive Super Alloy Power 
technology. The components that 
make up the Super Alloy Power, 
including the chokes and solid state 
capacitors, were forged under high 
temperature and pressure conditions. 
Together they yield tighter stability 
even under robust loading conditions, 
ensure 35°C cooler operations, and 
offer an enhanced lifespan of 150,000 
hours, or up to 2.5 times longer than 
that of traditional capacitors. No doubt 
these quality components would 
appeal to gamers who utilize their 
graphics cards for prolonged 
resource-high applications. Combined 
with the DIGI+ VRM technology, the 
components work to achieve 
unprecedented voltage accuracy which 
means better digital voltage 
management. With its 6-phase power 
supply, the DIGI+ VRM solution acts as 
an intelligent controller that switches 
between high and low intensity power 
profiles to deliver lower signal noise, 
and clean, precise digital power to the 
GPU. 


technology delivers precise digital power and 
enhanced durability, providing high performance 
and stable gaming platform. 


Super Alloy Power 


@ 15% Performance Boost 
@ 2.5X Longer Lifespan 
@ 35°C Cooler Operations 


NVIDIA® 4 Supremes 


¢ Supreme Performance 
¢ Supreme Powersaving 
¢ Supreme Overclocking 


¢ Supreme Features 


Three Latest Innovations from 
the Kepler’s Line of 


Revolutionary Architecture 
Yet, the most significant feature of the 
card is none other than its NVIDIA® 
GeForce® Kepler architecture. In this 
respect, the GeForce® GTX 660 Ti can 
be said to be the definitive product of 
the Kepler family — it produces 
aggressive performance at lower 
resource-utilization, and comes packed 
with the new generation 28 nm GPU, 
as well as a host of NVIDIA’s latest 
innovations such as Adaptive V-Sync, 
GPU Boost, and TXAA. The Adaptive 


V-Sync feature offers a case in point. 
The V-Sync feature has for years 
brought gamers a lot of frustrations. 
While enabling the V-Sync feature 
ensures stutter-free gameplay, it also 
often causes screen resolutions to 
crash below 30 FPS, particularly when 
plagued with insufficient resources. To 
address this issue, NVIDIA® introduces 
the Adaptive V-Sync feature which 
allows the graphics card to actively 
enable and disable the V-Sync without 
any intervention from the user. At 
framerates above 60 FPS, the card 
enables the V-sync to eliminate screen 
tearing; whereas at low frame rates, it 
disables the V-Sync to minimize 
framerate stuttering. This new feature 
portends superior gaming quality at all 
times. 


In addition, the GPU Boost technology 
acts as the graphics card’s 
“turbo-charger’ to intelligently monitor 
the CUDA cores’ graphics workload 
and to dynamically adjust the clock 
speed to ensure that the card performs 
at its peak at the highest framerate 
whenever possible. Along with the use 
of the GPU Tweak utility, gamers can 
raise the ceiling for more overclocking 
headroom to further increase the 
performance of the card. To take things 
further, the card is equipped with the 
TXAA anti-aliasing pixel shader which 
runs in the post-processing stage of a 
target game’s rendering pipeline. The 
technique not only eliminates the 
GPU’s burden of computing the API, 
but also works to remove jagged object 
edges and to enhance image fidelity. 
The TXAA technique is up to 60% 
faster than 4xMSAA, and can produce 


Enabling NVIDIA's proprietary TXAA technology produces smoother image quality without 
comprising its graphics performance. 


GEAR UP. 
GAME ON. 


NVIDIA 
GEFORCE’ 
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results equal to or better than 
8xMSAA. The solution makes possible 
jagged-free games without massive 
performance impact. It is thus the 
perfect solution to an ideal quality 
smoothness balance in gaming 
images. Further, it requires merely one 
single full screen pass to provide 
image optimization for hundreds of 
games. Most importantly, only NVIDIA® 
graphics cards are equipped to deliver 
the TXAA technique. The card is also 
equipped with the PhysX hardware 
acceleration technology, which allows 
games to deliver rich computations of 
interactions and behavior in real time, 
such as explosions that create dust 
and collateral debris, cloth that drapes 
and tears naturally, etc. Through the 
PhysX supported increases in physics 
processing power, even the most 
challenging life-like motion can be 
realistically presented in games. As it is 
only through PhysX that realistic 
physical effects are attainable, game 
playing in the absence of the 
technology not only forces gamers to 
put up with less-than-realistic physical 
gaming environments; it also 
dramatically blights their gaming 
experience. 


The Ultimate Weapon for 


Gamers 

The stunning performance of the 
GeForce® GTX 660 Ti makes it a most 
irresistible graphics card. Indeed, in all 
aspects it goes head to head against 
higher-priced enthusiast-class graphics 
cards. Armed with the powerful 
combination of NVIDIA®’s most 
revolutionary technologies such as 
Adaptive V-Sync, GPU Boost, TXAA, 
etc., and ASUS’ custom-designed 
innovations such as its bespoke power 
circuit board, DirectCU II cooling 
system, and the celebrated Super Alloy 
Power technology, the card commands 
a faster, smoother, and richer gaming 
experience. Gamers who have been 
clamouring for this price-performance 
sweet spot would therefore do well to 
race ahead and secure this ultimate 
weapon for their personal gaming 
arsenal. 


For more info, visit: www.asus.com.au 
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Cooler Master Silencio 


A stylish option for the quiet computing crowd. 


$89 Cooler Master 
www.coolermaster.com 


207 x 479 x 525.6mm (W x Hx D); 13kg; 
7+1x expansion slots; 7x 3.5in drive bays, 2x 2.5in drive 
bays, Ix X-Dock bay; 2x 120mm fan (front), 1x 120mm 
fan (rear); 2x USB3, 2x USB2, 1x audio, 1x SD card; micro- 
ATX and ATX; aluminium, steel, synthetic. 


Px Design may have the quiet computing 
market pretty much cornered, with the likes 
of its Hot Award winning Black Pearl cases, 

but Cooler Master's got an interesting take on 
computing power without the pounding noise. 

The Silencio 650 isn’t much to look at. Its 
lines are a little plain, and what few flourishes of 
design grace the chassis seem just a little bit... 
twee. It’s hard to explain, but the angles that 
make up the front aluminium door, for instance, 
or even the sliding doors on the case's top, just 
seem slightly old-fashioned. They are, however, 
pretty practical, and there’s one more thing to 
keep in mind that makes this case even more 
alluring - the price. At under $90, it’s nearly half 
the price of the Black Pearl. 

Sure, it’s not nearly as quiet, or as well made, 
but times being what they are a budget quiet 
case is surely a good idea. 

Outwardly, about the only things of note are 
the aforementioned doors. The front door is 
a solid block of nicely — if not imaginatively — 
tooled aluminium, which swings well and can 
be configured to swing out in either direction. 
This door is backed by some sound-dampening 
foam; it’s not on a par with the bitumen derivative 
used in Fractal Design builds, but it's something. 
The same stuff sits inside the side panels, too. 

Under the front door is a panel protecting two 
intake fans, and the first of 


a few nice surprises — a hot-swap 
drive bay. The second surprise is 
underneath the sliding door that 
protects the IO ports, on the leading 
upper edge. Here, there are two 
USB3 ports, as well as the usual 
USB2 and audio hacks, as 

well as an SD card slot, along 
with a fan slider, that can set 

he included fans to 700rpm or 
1200rpm. 

There's a second slider here, 
(00, and it’s a dual-boot HDD 
switch. It’s a bit of a brute-force 
feature, but | like it. 

Inside, it's pretty clean. There's 
a removable HDD cage, which 
is a necessity if you want a GPU 
longer than 268mm — the max 
without the cage is 484mm. 
There are rubber-grommetted 
cable runs, room for large PSUs, 
and a relatively un-annoying 
tool-less system on the optical 
bays. It’s a little cramped behind 
the mobo plate, thanks to the 
foam on the side panels, but if 
you're not building too much into 
the system this won’t be an issue. Cooler 
Master boasts that you can fit three-way SLI in the 
Silencio, but | wager it would be a touch cramped. 
And if you did, you'd surely have to make use 
of the other sliding door on the top panel, which 
reveals a mesh exhaust port — but then, your 
somewnat silent case would be that much louder! 
It strikes me that this would be an almost 
perfect case for avid consumers of media. 
Whether via fast USB3 devices, from cameras 
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via the SD card, or on a shared HDD, this is a 
very versatile media box. It’s not quite as quiet as 
other cases, but with a low-powered build would 
make a great option for a loungeroom PC. And 
being able to switch between HDDs and OSes, 
makes it great for folks who work in Mac, but 
play on PC - or whatever mix you care to think 
of. And at such a good price, it just looks even 
better. (@) DH 


Build 


of 
Solid, if a little lacking 5 ce 
in creativeity. 
Features amy | 
More than you can = 7 


poke a stick at! 


Value 
A great price for quiet 
computing 


A:surprisingly well-designed 


90°! 
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Corsair AX1200i 


The PSU that you've all been waiting for has arrived, was it worth the wait? 


Street Price $399 Website www.corsair.com 


Specifications 150 x 86 x 200mm; 1200 watts; 80 Plus 
Platinum; Ix ATX, 2x EPS, 6x PCI-e, 12x 4-pin, 16x SATA, 
2x floppy; modular. 


W: first saw this little beauty at 
Computex this year where 

it managed to pick up a number of 
industry innovation awards, as well as 
our very own Atomic Innovation Award 
in issue 138. Needless to say we were 
giddy like school girls when the PSU- 
sized box from Corsair strode into the 
office safely under the arm of a courier, 
unaware of the sheer awesomeness that 
he possessed in his hands. 

We didn’t waste much time pulling the 
old test bench apart, lovingly connecting 
each of the AX1200i’s modular cables. 
Double checking everything was plugged in, 
we hit the power button and the fan started up 
with a huge burst of speed, creating a vigorous 
burst of air. We're told this is to blow any settled 
dust out of the PSU on each start up, greatly 
reducing sediment build up over time. 

Setting up the ‘Corsair Link’ feature takes 
two steps. The first is to connect the PSU to 
an internal USB header, while the second is 
installing the Corsair Link 2 software, found on 
the Corsair website. With this software the user 
can take control of PC case fans, and many 
component fans (depending on if they are 
powered via mainboard power), along with water 
pump settings if you’re also using a Corsair 
Hydro series cooler. 

For now, though, we’re going to focus more 
on the PSU tab of the suite, and to be honest, 
while impressive, there is still a lot of work that 
needs to be done (it’s still in Beta development). 
The ability to graph efficiency and voltage ripple 
is good, but given the software isn’t perfectly 
accurate at accumulating and generating the 
data, it’s not 100% reliable. We received 100% 
efficiency reports almost constantly, which 
despite being 80+ Platinum, simply isn’t possible 
to achieve at all times. 

The voltage monitoring is a similar story, with 
only one decimal place used. So 3.3v only reads 


COMM PORT 


24PIN ATX. 
SELF TEST 


G+2PCLE &4+4 CPU 


PERIPHERAL & SATA 
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It could spawn a completely 
new PC building sport for people wanting to 
build low power computers... 


as 3.3 or 3.4 for example, and there is no way 
to see if there are small fluctuations happening. 
When comparing the numbers to our volt meter 
however, the software is actually accurate. The 
3.3v rail was sitting happily on 3.31v, and the 5V 
rail on 5.05v, both very impressive. 

One feature that is working very well in the 
Beta is the ability to track power usage. You can 
monitor CPU voltage and power consumption, 
along with GPU, mainboard and SATA devices. 
This allows you see what parts of your PC are 
using the most power, enabling you to see the 
incremental power curve climb as you overclock 

your components further. 

While Link Technology is good for an 
enthusiast PSU in the 1200W range, we can’t 
wait to see Corsair Link offered on cheaper 
and smaller units. It could spawn a completely 
new sport for people wanting to build low 
power computers, as they compete with one 
another to draw the least amount of power 
from their gaming PCs. With the added ability 
of fan conirol, low power and low noise PCs 
will certainly be a much larger focus areas for 


consumers in the future. 

Sure, there is still room for improvement in 
the software, as things like efficiency seem to 
be miscalculated. It seems to currently work by 
measuring the wattage draw from the wall, then 
comparing it to wattage output of the unit. This 
however could be something like SOW>140W 
on the measurement, meaning the PSU is 
actually running at greater than 100% efficiency 
according to the software plot. It's likely an easy 
fix, and hopefully something Corsair get around 
to before the software hits final release in the 
coming months. (2) MW 


H 
Overall 


Our only nit-pick is it’s launched 
with Beta Software. 
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MSI GT 70 Gaming Laptop 


MSI's anti-Ultrabook gets a GT680M and Ivy Bridge for some serious gaming performance. 


Street Price $3,049 Supplier MSI 
Website www.msi.com 


Specifications Core i7 3610QM, GTX 680M, 16GB RAM, 
RAID 0 SSD - (120Gb x2), 750GB 2.5” 5400RPM HDD, 
1920x1080 Display, Blu-Ray Writeable Optical Drive 


Be not beat around the bush, the GT70 from 
MSI is a monstrous laptop that has limited 
practical use as a portable computing device. 
Battery life is rather restrictive lasting around 160 
Minutes under constant use, and stretching its 
legs to around 300 Minutes while idling with all of 
the usual power saving features activated. 

If you wanted to play some Battlefield 3 while 
you're on the train to school or work, expect the 
battery to last no longer than 90 minutes, and 
that’s with power saving features enabled, 
and screen brightness fairly dim. Basically, it 
doesn’t take a genius to conclude this laptop is 
not actually meant for portable gaming. 

So what is it meant for? Well, given that it 
actually has Intel LAN ports, half decent speakers 
and a Steelseries keyboard, MSI obviously want 
you to play games on it. Therefore one would 
assume it’s intended purpose is LAN play or an 
alternative to a desktop gaming solution. 

Usually we scoff at the idea of a laptop 
taking up the role of a desktop PC, but the 
age of snobbery is sadly behind us, as laptops 
like the GT70 here come with near-desktop 
hardware. The 17” screen operates at a more 
than adequate 1920x1080, the CPU is an Intel 
i7 83610QM, and in charge of the gaming grunt is 
a Nvidia GTX 680M, roughly the equivalent of a 
GTX 660 or AMD 7870. - 

Sure, one could still argue gaming desktops 
are superior, and of course they are, but you 
can’t deny this laptop has more than enough 
grunt to game happily, especially at resolutions 
of 1920x1080. If space is of a major concern, 
to you enjoy packing everything up and heading 
over to a mates house for a few beverages and a 
night of gaming, then a laptop like the GT70 
is pretty hard to fault for its intended purpose. 

While it’s not being used for 
gaming, the laptop is more 
than capable of completing 
server tasks, thanks to the 
16GB or RAM and RAID O 
SSD storage. This ensures 
nippy data retrieval, and 
enough RAM capacity 
for a virtual machine 
or two. This isn’t the 
intended purpose of 


the machine, ae 
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but given its included hardware this laptop can 
essentially be used for any task you can think of, 
even video and photo editing. 

In gaming our results were impressive, but 
not unexpected. Battlefield 3 netted more than 
playable frame rates at both the screens native 
resolution of 1920x1080, and also when plugged 
into an external Dell U2711 at 2560x1440, 
something we weren't expecting such smooth 
game play on. 

Synthetic gaming benchmark 3Dmark 11 
fared well also, scoring an impressive 6614 
points, roughly the equivalent of a desktop GTX 
580. Sure, it’s not a world record score, but for a 
single-GPU laptop we're more than impressed at 
the performance gains Kepler has delivered over 
the old mobile Fermi SKUs. 

Moving away from performance and over to 
aesthetics, the look of the laptop isn’t the most 
attractive, though that is as always just personal 
opinion. The keyboard is quite comfortable to 
type on, and this is 

coming from someone 

who hates laptop 
keys with a passion. 
The GT70 does still 
have a touchpad that 
is uncomfortable for 
those with larger hands, 
pushed too far too the 
left, and indented just 
enough to make long 
gaming sessions annoying. 

Underneath each 

~ individual key is an LED 
W backlight; this obviously 
helps see each key in the 


dark, though each key can also be individually 
programmed to project a different colour, 
turning your keyboard into a rainbow, or a solid 
colour of your choice. Not ground breaking, but 
definitely a cool extra feature. 

The sound is powered by a THX Studio Pro 
sound card, and to be honest it’s not too shabby. 
The GT70 has top-facing drivers which are 
capable of fairly decent sound reproduction. Of 
course if you’re at home or in the office, you'll 
likely still find yourself reaching for a nice pair of 
headphones or plugging in some Audioengine 
5's. As a backup set of speakers for when you 
are on the move, or if you don’t actually own 
a half decent pair of headphones, then the 
provided sound on the MSI GT70 is some of the 
best out there. (@) MW 


Performance (= } 
Supremely powerful. = 


Build 


Pretty well made. 


Value : 
Expensive, but what 


One ofthe most:powerful 
laptops on the market, but it'll 
cost you. 
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Street Price $3,623 Supplier Hardwired PC 

Website www.hardwiredpc.com 

Specifications Core i7-3770k, 16GB Corsair Vengeance 
CLIO 1600MHz RAM; ASUS P8Z77-I Deluxe; GTX 690; 2x 
| 20GB SSD; Corsair AX-750 PSU; Windows 7 Pro; BitFenix 
Prodigy case. 


EB uilding your own PC can be a chore, 
especially if you go to the trouble of re- 
sleeving your power supply, cooling your CPU 
with a custom-built cooler, and want to make full 
use of the space available inside the case. 

What Hardwired have done with the Fusion, is 
create the perfect platform from which you can 
customise your order, and end up with the gaming 
PC that is perfect for your individual needs. The 
sample we've received is rather impressive, and 
fits perfectly into the Atomican mindset, while 
doing everything we've listed above. 

The case selected as the back bone of the 
system is the Bitfenix Prodigy, a case we’ve 
talked about numerous times before, with 
previews, online galleries and in-depth reviews. 
For this reason it’s not hard to imagine our 
approval, and it seems Hardwired has followed 
through with some of our own ideas when 
building a system within the Prodigy. 

When using such a case, an ITX board is 
the only option, and cleverly Hardwired include 
an Asus P8Z77-! Deluxe, which offers the vast 
majority of features available on the full ATX 
range; one of the only major disadvantages is the 
single PCI-e port. 

To tackle this weakness, Hardwired included a 
GTX 690 in our build, a video card that is not only 
the fastest in the world, but also runs cooler than 
the dual-GPU offering from AMD — something 
important in such a cosy case. 

To take care of general computing tasks, an 
i7 3770K has been installed, meaning this little 
PC is just as capable of running a VM server as 
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HardwiredPC: Fusion 


You couldn’t ask for more power - and love - to be put into a pre-built PC. 


it is video encoding. For gaming, 
it’s likely slight overkill, though 
as CPU-processed physics 
become more common, 

and improved Al is added to 
games, the 3770K should be 
able to keep you gaming for 
many years to come. 

The CPU is cooled by a 
custom-assembled water 
cooling loop, using Bitspower 
fittings, on a Swiftech Apogee 
waterblock, cooled using a 
Swiftwech MCR220 Radiator 
(with built-in pump). Overall it’s 
the best cooling performance 
one could hope to fit in such 
a confined space, and if 
equipped with high RPM fans, 
should see you overclocking as 
high as possible without sub- 
Zero cooling. 

Continuing on the topic of 
cooling, it’s possible to fit a 
200mm Bitfenix Spectre Pro 
fan on the front of the Prodigy 
case. In this particular review 
sample, Hardwired PC has included 
the 200MM front intake, as well as a rear 
120mm exhaust fan and a magnetic fan filter to 
keep the dust bunnies at bay. 

There is no denying the system is very 
impressive, and if you’ve got the money to 
pay for it, arguably one of the best pre-builds 
available in the country right now. But what if 
you don’t have $3623 to spare? Well, you'll be 
happy to know that for around $1000 you can 
assemble an entry level gaming PC inside the 
same Bitfenix Prodigy case, or pick and choose 
which parts you prefer. For example, dropping 
the Corsair AX-750 for a cheaper unit would 
save some money, and so would using the 
standard cables instead of the (admittedly drool 
worthy) individually sleeved cables included in 
our sample. Or you could of course remove 
the $1,400 video card and the RAID O SSD 
configuration. But where’s the fun in that? 

As for performance it’s fairly obvious what this 
PC is capable of. It’s a dual GK 104 video card, 
paired with an eight-threaded 4.5GHz CPU. The 
thing absolutely flies; even at our 2560 x 1440 
resolutions used for testing we experienced 
no issues, and never dropped frame rates to 
anywhere near unacceptable levels. For all 
intents and purposes this tiny PC is probably 
overkill for the average PC gamer. 

If you're worried about your new expensive 
toy breaking, don’t fret. Hardwired PC offer a full 
one year return to base warranty as standard on 
this system, and free lifetime email support. So if 
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you're not comfortable building your own, or you 
simply admire the extra level of detail Hardwired 
will go to for your PC, there really is little excuse 
to not give Hardwired a look, as this custom 
build really has us gawking. 

As you'd expect the system comes with 
Windows and all drivers pre-loaded, so all you 
need to do is plug it in, and get gaming. (@ 


Performance 
You can’t get more 
performance in a PC. 


Bundle 


OS & driver install, 1 
year RTB warranty. 


Labour costs are more 
tha 


Expensive, but you can 
customise the build online. 
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ODD INCHES 


HEAD2HEAD 


OF GRUNT 


Everyone wants a new monitor, especially when there are so many 
affordable IPS panels coming to market, both in the IO80P and 2560 x 
1440 ‘WQHD’ domain. We take a look at what's currently hot, and what's 
not in the monitor world, as we lock Matt Wilson in the labs until he 
emerges with a clear winner. 


temic 


era 


— 


Tx gigantic mountain of underserving and bland 

24 inch TN panels is slowly eroding away and 
revealing some more interesting choices underneath the 
surface. What used to require days of digging should 
now only take you a few minutes of reading as we 
uncover some of the most relevant monitors available 
to Atomicans. 

We have looked at gaming greats, Photoshop 
champions and mainstream models this month as we 
plunge head first into monitors of all shapes, sizes and 
resolutions. The purpose of this month Head 2 Head 
is to identify a monitor that is a clear and essential 
upgrade. Whether you're finally throwing out your old 
17” CRT, or replacing that 24” LCD with something 
slightly more exciting we've got you covered this month. 

Not only has there been a noticeable market shift 
towards the 27 Inch IPS market, but we’re also seeing 
huge price drops in other areas in order to compete. We 
also take a look at some 120Hz panels to discuss their 
role in an ever shrinking marketplace, and finally discover 
that one of the most promising monitors on the market 
turned out to be one of the greatest disappointments. 


Waa 


IARDWARE 


49 


50 


HAR 


WARE 4 


~HEAD2@HEAD 


How we tested 


Testing monitors involves far more of a 
reviewer's opinion than other hardware, such 
as video cards and processors. For that 
reason it’s hard to include information that is 
relevant to everyone, though we do try out 
best to be consistent and fair throughout all 
of our testing. 

To begin each test we started with a 
simple black and white page, taking note 
of the contrast and brightness and its 
effects on the picture quality. We would then 
attempt to correct any problems we found 
with the monitor setting to obtain a better 
black and / or white. If the monitor needed a 
lot of calibrating, this would slightly lower the 
scoring awarded for Image Quality. 

The next test was one for ghosting and 
general colour reproduction in gaming, 
in which we would load up Heroes of 
Newerth. This game was selected as it has 
fast moving spells, heroes and animations, 
as well as the fact that Matt plays a lot of 
the game in his own time on his U2711 at 
home, so has a fair benchmark to work with 
when comparing colour profiles. If colours 
were too warm or too cold it could fairly 
quickly be identified, and again points were 
awarded or deducted from Image Quality 
depending on how much the colour profile 


needed to be tweaked. 

Next game on the menu was Battlefield 
3. This game was selected due to the high 
amounts of lense flare in certain areas of the 
game, such as looking at or flying an aircraft 
towards the sun, as well as having a torch 
shined into your eyes. Additional ghosting 
testing was done in Battlefield 3 by enabling 3D 
vision if the monitor supported it. Colour palate 
was not judged in Battlefield 3 as there are too 
many inconsistencies when viewing the same 
object from slighting varied angles due 
to lighting. 

n Battlefield 3 we also took a look at 
shadows, and how black they were. For testing 
purposes we scored monitors with ‘better’ 
shadows higher, and those with charcoal or 
grey shadows lower, even if it was their intention 
to be washed out (for example the BenQ 
XL2420). Please take this into account when 
reading the “gaming monitor” reviews, as their 
colours and blacks are intentional oversaturated 
by design. 

Finally, an in-house production video was 
watched to check for any noticeable differences 
in the footage, and also compare colours and 
shadows once more. The film contained muzzle 
flash, light sabres, shiny armour and explosions 
all in true Atomic LARP style. Unfortunately the 


film was only viewed in 720P, so graininess 
or pixilation was not considered in this test, 
only brightness, colours and shadows. 

The test system used was kept the 
same the whole way through testing, and 
consisted of an ASUS Maximus V Extreme 
fitted with an Intel i7 3770K. For graphics 
processing we used an Nvidia GTX 680 
4GB Card to ensure no bottlenecks were 
encountered at high resolution testing. 
Drivers were not changed, altered or 
updated at any point throughout the testing 
as to keep all results as consistent as 
possible. 

The lighting was kept the same 
throughout testing; except for one test (Dell 
$2740L) in which we turned off all of the 
lights to test for abnormally high reflections 
from the monitor. The lighting used was 9 
standard Fluorescent office light globes at 
roughly 8 feet above monitor height in a 
room measuring roughly 15M2. 

Monitor Outputs were considered for the 
Build Quality score, though the effect of this 
was minimal as adapters are widely available 
for more than fair prices these days. If you 
are concerned about the output options 
available on certain monitors, please consult 
the Specifications Table. 
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Specifications table 


Acer HR274H ASUSPB278Q ASUS VG278H BenQ GW2750HM 


Street Price $699 $689 $630 $289 
Resolution 1920x1080 2560x1440 1920x1080 1920x1080 
Panel Type TN Panel PLS IPS TN VA 

Panel Size 27 Inch 27 Inch 27 Inch 27 Inch 
Frequency 120Hz 60Hz 120Hz 60Hz 
Warranty 1 Year 8 Year 3 Year 3 Year 
Backlight LED LED LED LED 

Stand Adjustahility Tilt Tilt, Swivel, Height, Flip Tilt, Swivel, Height Tilt, Swivel 
DVI i 1 i 1 

HDMI ( 1 1 1 

Display Port 


BenQ) XL2420-B DellS2740L DellU2713 LGIPS7 Series 


Street Price $499 $439 $799 $399 
Resolution 1920x1080 1920x1080 2560x1440 1920x1080 
Panel Type T™N IPS AH-IPS IPA 
Panel Size 24 Inch 27 Inch 27 Inch 27 Inch 
Frequency 120Hz 60Hz 60Hz 60Hz 
Warranty 3 Year 3 Year 3 Year 3 Year 
Backlight LED LED LED LED 
Stand Adjustability Tilt, Swivel, Height, Flip Tilt Tilt, Swivel, Height, Flip Tilt 

DVI 1 1 1 @) 

HDMI 2 1 1 2 
Display Port ¢) 1 (0) 

VGA Al 1 1 1 

USB 
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Acer HR274H_- 


reet Price $699 
ite www.acer.com 


specific 1920x1080, 27”, LED, 120Hz, 
Adjustable Stand. 


Not one to pass up an opportunity, Acer has 
capitalised on the demand for larger screens 
and 3D technology, the only problem being 
that it’s offering seems to be a little behind 
the pack. 

It is best to compare this monitor 
directly to the ASUS VG278H, as both are 
essentially competition for one another 
thanks to their 27in size, 1080P resolution 
and 3D Vision 2 support. To start with, with 
Acer's contrast ratio is set higher than the 
ASUS offering, almost falling in line with 
that of the BenQ XL2420. This leads us 
to believe Acer created this monitor for 
competitive gamers first and the typical PC 
gamer second. There is no problem with 
doing that, so let’s move on. 

When it comes to viewing angles, Twisted 
Nematic (TN) panels are typically poor 
performers. The Acer falls into where we’d 
expect the average 27” TN panel to be in that 
regard, as the overly contrasted picture is 
washed out well before the more moderately 
contrasted ASUS VG278H. Adjusting the 
contrast does help, but out of the box, ASUS 
is definitely the better performer in this test. 

One area where the Acer does seem to 
hold its own is with picture sharpness. When 
comparing straight black lines on a white 

background with the ASUS screen it 
appears the Acer has a clearer image 
and less noticeable pixels. Of course 
neither were perfect, but in this case 
it's apparent that Acer is offering the 
lesser of two evils. 
Another differing feature is the 
inclusion of two small speakers 
| inthe Acer HR274H. While they 
are far from impressive, they do 
work well enough to listen to the 
latest pop song on the Youtube or 
Facebook. Although anyone with 
even slight appreciation for sound 
clarity and depth will find these 
speakers do little more than waste 
copper wiring and silicon. 

When it comes to colour 
reproduction the HR274H falls pretty 
much flat on its face. This is largely 
due to the high contrast ratio used 
by default, though even when 
lowering it the ASUS panel 
comes out ever so slightly 
ahead. Blacks are pretty 
far from the mark, with 


Poorly set-up, and hard to adjust. 


a description of a light charcoal being far more 
accurate. Whites are also a little milky, though 
far less noticeable as high (LED lit) brightness 
and contrast make pure whites fairly accurate. 

When it comes to the monitor stand, ASUS 
win this one hands down. Acer offers no 
adjustability on the HR274H beyond a very 
small tilt angle. Swivel is simply moving the 
stand “foot” which in the case of Acer is an 
oval shape, and not always ideal depending 
on your desk space, compared to the circular 
“foot” from ASUS. Height adjustability involves 
the deployment of a couple of phone books for 
the HR274H, while the VG278H is catered for 
through its native stand. 

When it comes to price, with the ASUS 
VG278H costing around $630 online, all Acer 
has to do is undercut that by a solid margin and 
they're back in the fight. Local pricing for the 
Acer HR274H thus far appears to fall around 
$699 online, though stock is rather hard to 
track down. ASUS also includes the 3D Vision 2 
hardware with its screen, whereas Acer doesn’t, 
which means further expense for those who 
want to take advantage of the screen’s 3D 
capabilities. 

At the price it’s currently set at, we don’t see 
much point in picking up the Acer HR274H. If 
you're patient with a Dell sale you can pick up 
a very impressive U2713 around $550, which 
delivers a massive increase in image quality. 


Failing that, the ASUS VG278H is a superior 
120Hz screen and is both cheaper and 
readily available. It's unfortunate, as many of 
the problems we had with the image clarity of 
the Acer was to do with its poorly executed 
profiles, but even if you spend the time 
customising all of the settings yourself you’re 
still left with an un-adjustable stand on a 27” 
screen, which is just asking for viewing angle 
issues. 


Build 


= 
Solid, but perhaps y A\ am 
too much so! . 
Image Quality tcc la, 
Poor colour repro, and | Sym 


high contrast. 


Value 
Ju: 00 | 


Overall 
Offering very little, and asking 
quite a lot. 


Pre 


ASUS PB278 
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Street Price $689 
Website www.asus.com 


Specifications 2560x1440, 27”, IPS, LED, 
Adjustable Stand. 


ASUS isn’t exactly new to the monitor 
market, though the new PB278Q is a first 
for the company in quite a few ways. It is 
the first IPS screen to come from ASUS 
sporting the monstrous resolution of 
2560x1440. This puts it in competition 
with the U2711 and the brand new 
U2713 from DELL, who has enjoyed 
very limited competition in the entry-level 
“professional” market to date. 

The first thing worth noting is the anti- 
glare coating used on this screen. It has 
a great matte finish which really absorbs 
any bright ambient lighting very well, and 
also helps protect slightly against finger 
smudges. Compare this coating to the 
U2711, and we think it’s superior by a small 
margin, and on par with the U2713. When we 
compare to the IPS7L from LG however, they 
both offer different strengths. The ASUS does 
block out more ambient light (only just), while 
the LG has a thinner coating making image 
clarity superior in some cases. It is a trade-off, 
and if you work in an overly saturated or bright 
environment the PB278Q may be better fit, 
while a more moderately lit room may be 
better served by the LG competition. 

Due to the effectiveness of the anti-glare 
coating, viewing angles are more than 
respectable, and we'd place this monitor 
(again) just above that of the DELL U2711, 
and about on par with the new U2713. 

If you plan on using three or more of 
these monitors together in Eyefinity 
or simply for a multi-monitor setup, 
you should have no problems glare 
or reflections on the side panels, and 
very small difference in colour 
(viewing angle can affect both 
brightness and colour). From 
what we've seen, the ASUS 
PB278Q is up there with the 
best on offer in regards to 
viewing angle. 

When it comes to colour 
accuracy, thanks to the IPS 
panel the PB278Q is already 
ahead of the curve, but it 
does seem ASUS has opted 
for a slightly over “warm” 
and oversaturated profile 
by default, though turning 
colour from “50” to “40” in 

the colour settings seemed 
to fix the issue. If you 


Top marks to this outstanding monitor. 
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want to change the warmth of the display, there 
is a full RGB control available to use and taking 

around three points of red out of the colour mix 
seemed to be all that was required here. 

One very strong point of the PB278Q is the 
fully adjustable monitor stand. Its height, swivel 
and tilt-adjustable, meaning it will be comfortable 
to use on any desk or with any chair height. The 
setup is easy, and the “foot” of the stand is quite 
broad and very sturdy, meaning you shouldn’t 
get any screen wobble. Generally speaking, 
the overall construction and build quality is top- 
notch, as you’d expect from a monitor in this 
price range. 

Of course this adds to the total cost of the 
monitor, and at $689 it’s certainly not cheap. But 
it is over $100 less than the U2713's non-sale 
price, and we have already seen prices below 
$650 even though supply had barely entered the 
country at time of writing. 

Overall the ASUS PB278Q is a solid addition 
to the 27” IPS market, and while many people 
will likely comment “Dell has been doing this 
for years”, the point is obviously missed by 
them. ASUS including itself in this market and 
creating a monitor with such close competition 
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to the brand new U2713 is only good for 
the consumer. With any hope the prices of 
enthusiast 27 inch monitors will drop, and if 
not at least there are numerous alternatives 
available to what was - for a long time - a one 
horse race. 


Build 


Very well put tes [4 
together. ° 


Image Quality 
Brilliant colours 
and images. 


One of the best 27:Inch screens 


for your buck. 
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ASUS VG278H 


Street Price $639 
Website www.acer.com 


Specifications 1920x1080, 27”, TN, LED, 120Hz, 
Adjustable Stand. 


Besides BenQ’s XL2420T and Acer’s 
HR274H this is the third 120Hz monitor in 
this month’s collection. The VG278H from 
ASUS is noticeable because it incorporates 
a 8D Vision 2 reciever into its design, and like 
the Acer uses a 27” panel, while the BenQ 
XL2420T is a 24” screen. 

In reality there are a number of other 
differences on closer inspection. For starters 
there is the out-of-the-box performance and 
profiles. While the XL2420T has been set 
up for almost nobody but the extreme FPS 
crowd, ASUS has taken a more restrained 
approach. The clever engineers have set 
the brightness to a nice level to account for 
solar and fluorescent glare, but not taken it 
so far as to cause eye trauma. 

Contrast ratios are far more balanced 
than the BenQ 3D offering, which is not 
all that surprising. We will still say that they 
are set slightly too high for general use, but 
for gaming, we'll let it slide and say that it’s 
“optimised for competitive gaming”. For 
casual or single-player gamers out there, 
we'd suggest turning the contrast down 
maybe 5 or 6 points though. 

When we take a look at the viewing 
angles, they are not the best in the world, but 
for a panel with oversaturated colour and a 
high contrast setting, they could have been 

worse. Most of this is of course due 
to the fact that the screen uses a 
TN panel, so colours and viewing 
angles will never match those of 
an IPS based model. 

The anti-glare coating on the 
monitor is restrained, and in the 
average-lit home or office, it’s 
properly balanced. This is likely 
due to the LED backlight 
allowing for a thinner 
coating to be used and 
backlight brightness 
is rather high (that’s a 
good thing). 

The monitor stand is 
fairly adjustable, with 
height and tilt being 
the stars of the show, 
with no swivel available. 
Luckily however the 
“foot” of the stand is a 
fairly compact circle, 
meaning all you 
need to do is simply 


Too pricey for the lack of image quality. 


turn the base in order to swivel the monitor 
around, so no such function is needed on the 
hinge behind the monitor itself. 

As mentioned earlier, this panel is indeed 
3D capable and comes with 3DLightBoost 
— an improved Nvidia 3D technology. To be 
honest it does look better than the traditional 
3D monitors we've seen in the past, though 
the major flaws are still there, like ghosting and 
over exaggerated motion blur, rendering the 
technology a gimmick more than anything yet 
again. It's a shame really, as we'd like to see 
Nvidia (or AMD for that matter) really perfect 
3D gaming, creating a technology that no 
longer offers 10 minutes of “huh, that’s kind of 
cool”, and instead delivering “wow, that’s so 
awesome, | need to play all of my games over 
again in 3D!”. 

The generally underwhelming nature of 3D 
Vision makes a lot of the features, and value, 
of the VG278H seem a little wasted. If you're 
looking to pick up a 27” 120Hz monitor the 
ASUS VG278H is a fairly solid choice (and the 
inclusion of a 8D Vision kit does make it good 
value for those who want 3D). But for most 
people there is little to no benefit of 120Hz, and 
at 27” 1920x1080 resolution is leaving a lot to 
be desired, with blurred edges to lines and the 
typical problem of being able to see individual 


pixels. 

The age of the IPS is finally here, with 
1920x1080 options becoming affordable, 
and 2560x1440 technologies dropping in 
price steadily due to both advancements and 
competition. In our opinion if you're after a 
27” screen look towards the IPS offerings of 
ASUS over their TN “gaming” screens, you 
won't be disappointed. 


Build 


Very well made. Cc 2a) 


Image Quality 
Can't compete with IPS. VA=) 


It's a decent monitor, but 
priced too high. 
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BenQ GW2750H 


ri 


ice $290 


www.beng.com 
ons 1920x1080, 27”, VA, 


LED 60Hz 


27 inch monitors seem to be the new trend 
for most manufacturers, and BenQ is no 
exception, offering the GW2750 to the 
market. The principle is the same as many 
other manufacturers, offering a panel with 
superior colour and viewing angles for 
an affordable price. The main difference 
here though, is that BenQ is using a 
VA LED panel, while many others are 
making the jump to IPS. This lowers the 
manufacturing cost greatly, and unless 
you're working with digital media, 
should go largely unnoticed to the 
general user. 

While 1920 x 1080 looks perfectly 
fine on a 23” monitor, making the 
jump up to 27” tends to benefit from 
a boost in pixel density that comes 
with a 2560 x 1440 resolution. On the 
GW2750 pixels are noticeable, lines and text 
can be a little fuzzy or jagged at times, and 
unless you sit fairly far away from your PC 
monitor, the problem really isn’t avoidable. 
If it wasn’t for the fact that the 27in 1080P 
IPS screens in this head 2 head were much 
better we'd suspect that 1920 x 1080 simply 
wasn’t a high enough resolution for such a 
large viewing space. In reality it seems that 
the grainy image quality is more a side effect 
of the resolution combining with the VA panel 
to underwhelm. 

Moving beyond the 
problem of pixels per inch (or 
lack of), and onto the panel 

itself, we can determine if 
the monitor still has potential 
to impress in the quickly 
growing 27” market. 
The colour mix itself 
isn't bad at all out of the 
box, and is in fact rather 
impressive for a VA panel. 
One small problem however 
is the image at first did seem 
slightly blurred. Turning the 
sharpness up slightly, and 
the colour down a few points 
somewhat remedied this, so 
no real harm done. 

When compared to the 
1920 x 1080 IPS screens 
there is a noticeable drop in 
some of the colour clarity 
and brightness, mainly 

with blacks and 
whites. Blacks are a 


a 
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Just about the best budget monitor you could hope for. 
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little charcoaled, and not a pure black, while 
whites are slightly creamy. This is to be expected 
though, given the VA panel used is still TN based 
technology, simply an evolution of it. 

The monitor stand itself leaves a little to 
be desired, with no customisation available 
for swivel or height of the screen, and only a 


modicum of tilt. This means the only option is the | 
good ol’ phone book stack, or tilting your chair to | 


the appropriate height and angle. 
Obviously a cheap stand reduces the 


manufacturing cost of the entire monitor, as does | 
the VA panel used instead of the more expensive || 


IPS. This allows BenQ to sell the GW2750 for 


around $289 online, which for a 27” monitor with | 


anext generation VA panel, is not half bad at all. 
If you can look past the few imperfections 
and the monitor stand it is still a sensible buy 
for someone chasing down a 27” monitor on 
the cheap. Unfortunately given the overall grainy 
nature of the screen we would still struggle to 
recommend this monitor to everyone, as it is 
quite noticeable when sitting up close. The jump 
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to 2560 x 1440 and/or IPS is expensive, but 
you typically get a noticeably superior panel 
and a much better stand for your money too. 


Build 
Solidly put together. 


Image Quality 
Not great. 


Overall 


A fantastic 27” monitor for 
Atomicans on a budget. 
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S tions 1920x1080, 24”, TN, LED, 
120Hz, Adjustable Stand. 


The 120Hz range from BenQ isn’t new, ever 
since the launch of the XL2410 early last year, 
BenQ has been one of the major players 

in the 120Hz gaming monitor arena. The 
XL2420T is the second generation of this 
product line, and a relatively recent model. 

It has removed a few of the issues that 
gamers and reviewers had with the previous 
panel, namely image quality, as well as 
sporting more “gaming focussed” settings 
out of the box (it also lacks the backlight 
bleed issues that notoriously marred the 
previous generation). It are these gaming 
settings that we noticed right off the bat, 
with (very) high contrast settings by default, 
brightness set to 100% and a fairly heavy 
anti-glare coating to ensure that shadows (in 
game) and sunlight (out of game) don’t stop 
you from seeing and quickly reacting to any 
information displayed on the monitor. 

This means the monitor is perfectly 
suited to serious FPS gamers (or other 
competitive players where dark shadows can 
cause issues) and not many other gamers 
or general users. Even with the contrast 
brought down to a sane level, the heavy 
anti-glare coating gives the monitor a slightly 
milky appearance, and blacks are more of 
a deep grey-charcoal than black. This may 
be great for certain people, or completely 
unacceptable for others, and it should be 
brought to your attention early that this 
monitor has one single purpose, and 
that is competitive FPS gaming. 

More evidence for this conclusion 
is when you look at the 24” TN 
panel and its 120HZz refresh rate. 
Again, while some may want 
to use this for 120FPS in 
“2D” gaming, switching 

the panel over to 

60FPS in 3D really 
turns the monitor from an 
“extreme gamer” monitor 
into a gimmick. 

Ghosting is noticeable as 
the technology is still being 
perfected, motion blur and 
other quick animations 
are disorienting and overly 
exaggerated in many cases, 
and the overall experience 
is often nauseating 
when dealing with the 
fast-paced action the 


SST 


BenQ XL2420T — 


Great for dedicated FPS players... 


monitor is initially intended for. 

Sure, slowing things down a bit and playing 
some single player FPS will be more suited to 
the 83D mode and glasses, but then you’re stuck 
with the oversaturated contrast and colours of 
the panel. It seems like if you want the monitor 
for actual 3D gaming, you're out of luck, as 
it looks preity horrific, and there are better 
“gaming” monitors out there to choose from 
with a heavier emphasis on 3D gaming, rather 
than just 120Hz like the BenQ XL2420T. 

That isn’t to say this monitor is bad, far from it. 
One just has to be completely aware that when 
they are buying this monitor, they are buying it to 
gain a small advantage in some online FPS titles, 
and not a whole lot else. Photo work is certainly 
out of the question, and movies seem to lose a 
lot of immersion given the overly high contrast 
(again, turning it down doesn’t help much). 

A huge positive is the adjustability of the 
monitor stand, as this allows you to centre the 
screen in the most comfortable position for you 
and your gaming setup. | for one tend to slouch 
and recline a little in my chair when | settle in for 
gaming — after all I'm usually there for a few hours 
at a time. So the ability to lower the screen a little, 
and tilt it forward is welcomed. it really sets this 
24” TN screen apart from the majority or others. 


56 


Overall, it's a fantastic monitor for its very 
specific purpose. For the casual gamer, 
general user or pretty much anyone else, it’s 
a rather expensive pickup, and if you don’t 
need the 120Hz or retina-burning contrast 
ratio, then it’s probably a good call to give this 
one a miss. 


Build 


— 
Very adjustable , == + == | 
stand. " 
—————5 Image Quality pi 
Over-saturated, and ee ‘ 
some ghosting. 7. = 


A good monitor for its intended 


purpose, terrible for most other tasks. 
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Dell L 
What was Dell thinking... 


rice $439 
<e www.dell.com.au 
ions 1920x1080, 27”, IPS, LED. 


When Dell announced its series of 
‘entertainment’ focused IPS screens, we 
were excited. This was one monitor we 
had huge expectations from and it feels 
like we've been let down. The reason for 
our disappointment is fairly simple, and it’s 
largely because Dell seemed to focus on 
what others are doing, rather than what 
they should be doing. 

The S2470L is an impressive monitor 
on paper; it’s got a 1920x1080 resolution 
thanks to a beautiful UH-IPS panel. The 
build quality appears to be second to 
none, and there’s even a nice polished 
glass finish to the screen, giving it an 
elegant and expensive appearance 
despite the very generous $439 
(delivered) price tag. 

So where does it all go wrong? One would 
argue it begins and ends with the polished 
glass screen, which not only acts perfectly as 
a mirror when the screen is powered down, 
but continues to do so when the screen is 
turned on, displaying a reflection of yourself 
on top of the intended image. Needless to 
say this is distracting at the best of times, and 
completely unacceptable for anyone hoping love the IPS panel, just not the glass screen used __up by playing copycat to a company that 


to work with images in fine detail. to cover it. If we pop our head around to the side doesn’t do much more than putting existing 
Even in a very low light room (we turned to check viewing angle, we’re greeted with an technology into a shiny new box. Sadly 

the lights off in the labs) we could still see internal reflection of the panel off the glass, giving __ in this case it’s exactly what Dell has also 

reflections of other ambient light sources in a “ghosting” effect. If you can’t visualise what done. To say we’re disappointed with the 

the room. Never have we seen a monitor with — we're talking about, it looks like a 38D movie when amount Dell were able to stuff this up is an 

such poor anti-glare, or in this case, such a you take the glasses off, which is in anyone’s understatement, and we hope Dell chooses 

highly polished glare-promoting surface. The terms completely unacceptable. to revise their design in the future, as there is 
iMacs that our designers use come fairly Again, it appears the glass cover has ruined still great potential for this monitor. Perhaps 


close, as they also have polished glass, the otherwise impressive show. We thought we we should just rip the front glass off? 
but even they still aren't as bad as this would find some love on the back of the monitor 
offering from Dell. though. Dell has always been very generous with 
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Perhaps that is where Dell went inclusions like USB 3 ports (on the U2713), SD Terribly riesored. 9 ee 
wrong? By looking too closely at what card readers (on the U2711) and Displayport siiiian 
Apple is doing they forgot an important (most decent models) so we assumed that there 
fact. That a lot of Apple users don’t was bound to be some added goodies! No, 


Image Quality 


know what they're doing, so should not _ sorry to disappoint, but all you'll find on the back DisappointingifanaiDell 74 4 | | 
be copied unless you plan on improving of this monitor is two USB 2.0 ports, DVI, VGA ean mel 


upon their design in some way. and HDMI. No Displayport, USB 3 or card 


Actually, now that we mention it, reader here. 
> the outer edges of the screen Of course one should argue that the price 
and bezel look remarkably of this monitor is rather low, and that justifies 
“Applesque”, so perhaps this is — the exclusion of the usual perks of owning a i 
what Dell was going for when high-end Dell monitor, and we will accept that i Some huge flaws to an otherwise 
designing this monitor? argument. It's also the same reason the monitor | very attractive monitor. 
Taking a critical look at only has a tilt function, instead of the usual swivel | 
the colour reproduction and and height adjustments. 
contrast, this panel is Overall the Monitor should be a home run, it 
actually superb. It’s a real really is a great panel at a more than affordable 
shame, as we actually price, unfortunately Dell managed to screw it 
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‘Dell U2713. 


ice $799 
www.dell.com.au 


S tions 2560x1440, 27”, IPS, LED, 
Adjustable Stand. 


) 


There are some mighty big shoes to fill 
when you're replacing the U2711. It’s one 
of the most successful and affordable 
IPS monitors ever created, and if picked 
up on a fairly regular Dell sale, also offers 
outstanding value to the enthusiast 

or gamer wanting to take their visual 
experience to the next level. 

The new U2713 sits alongside the 
U2711 in Dell's lineup — the U2711 seems 
likely to stick around thanks to its Adobe 
RGB profiles, which make it a good choice 
for designers — think of the U2713 as 
the IPS model for the rest of us. In the 
U2713, Dell has actually used the new 
AH-IPS panel from LG, ditching the old 
P-IPS panel from the U2711. This new panel 
is W-LED lit, giving a brighter picture than 
that of the CCFL based U2711, as well as a 
lower heat output and of course, lower power 
consumption. It’s a triple win. 

On the outside, Dell has also cut back on 
the anti-glare coating when compared to 
the U2711. This is likely due to the brighter 
backlight in the U2713, meaning glare is not 
as big an issue as on the old CCFL lit screen. 
This also improves viewing angles slightly, and 
also reduces the amount of reflection one sees 
when viewing darker colours on the monitor, 
again, a lot of wins for very few losses. 

One loss that many people still talk about 
when dealing with LED backlighting is 
colour reproduction when compared 
to CCFL lighting, although that really 
only comes into play when you need 

absolute colour accuracy. Testing for 
this however is very difficult: in our 
opinion the U2713 offers a 
fantastic colour palette, 
as the anti-glare coating is 
thinner, reducing the filtered 
appearance the U2711 has 
under certain light. 
Unfortunately for Dell, 
while both viewing angle 
and brightness have 
improved, ASUS’ PB278Q 
seem to be right on top 
of them and in our opinion 
very slightly ahead in both 
regards. The comparison is 
a close one however, and 
many people may prefer to 
stick with Dell as they've 
been comfortable with their 
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This is what a Dell monitor should look like! 


previous monitor purchases from the company, 
and there really is nothing wrong with doing that. 

Another huge benefit of using the AH-IPS 
panel is the reduced manufacturing cost. This has 
allowed Dell to sell their new and improved monitor 
for a small discount (roughly 20%). For people not 
content with such small saving, and a price tag 
of $799, at the time of writing Dell was offering 
this monitor for the low price of $559, an absolute 
steal. These sales have x been the best way to 
buy a Dell screen. Keep an eye open. 

Dell has included a wonderfully adjustable 
monitor stand which can tilt, swivel and climb all 
over your desk. Some people may not consider 
this to be of great importance, but it is probably 
one of the only real differences when comparing 
this monitor to cheaper IPS 2560x1440 IPS 
screens on the market. If you Know you like to 
work or play with your monitor set to just the 
right viewing angle and height, you really do need 
a fully adjustable stand, and that is something 
cheaper manufacturers just aren’t offering. 

We've established the U2713 trumps the 
U2711 (if only slightly) in nearly every important 
detail, but what about gaming? IPS panels have 
“ghosting issues” and “frame lag” in gaming 
right? Well, we're not sure where this old fallacy 
began, but if it ever was true, it would have 
been in the early 2000s when TN panels were 
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still $2,000 and IPS was for only the people 
desperate to move off CRT and into the new 
age of “flat screens”. 

We've not experienced any sort of ghosting 
on any IPS LCD screen. Gaming is simply 
superb, with near-perfect colour reproduction. 
Put simply, if you can afford one of these (or 
the fresh-faced competition) there is very little 
excuse to stay on an old TN panel. 


Build aay Ves 
Elegant and a) F cm 
well made. . 


Image Quality 
Solid as a rock. 


Overall 


One of the best monitors available, 
pick it up on the next sale. 
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e $399 
www.lg.com 
ions 1920x1080, 27”, IPS, LED. 


Like the Dell S2470L, the LG IPS 7 
series monitor is a 1920 x 1080 IPS 
panel spanning 27 inches. The design is 
extremely elegant, and one of the most 
attractive monitors we've seen to date, let 
alone in this Head 2 Head. 

The first thing many of you may have 
noticed when looking at the photo, is 
the extremely small outer bezel. When 
we first saw this we thought all our 

Christmases had come at once, and 
finally there was an almost bezel-less 
designed monitor perfect for photo 
work and especially for some 
Eyefinity gaming. 

Alas, we were disappointed when 
we fired it up the monitor only to find 
there was an internal bezel, and the 
front of the screen was merely a large 
glass screen cover extended to the outer 
edges of the monitor body. This is important 
to note, as the clearly photoshopped product 
image on the packaging is not indicative of 
the actual product. 

That is not to say this monitor isn’t still 

a stunning design, and it certainly doesn’t 
mean it’s a bad choice for a three-screen 
setup. In fact, our initial ideas still stand, 
though just not as tall as they would have had 
this monitor been a truly bezel-less design. 

Moving beyond aesthetics and into the 
panel itself, the choice of IPS was indeed a 

very smart one for LG. It's not 

surprising though, as LG is itself a 
panel manufacturer, so can no 
doubt save a little bit of money, and 

bring real competition to the 27” 

TN panel market, offering a superior 
panel at a very comparable price. 

As expected colour accuracy is 
superb, with near true blacks and 
whites, with rich and vibrant colours 
throughout the entire spectrum. 

The anti-glare coating doesn’t seem 
to affect colour or brightness too 
much, and it also doesn’t reflect light 
like some coatings tend to - very 
impressive to say the least. 

When it comes to viewing angles 
this monitor is probably the leader 
of the pack, and remained 
near perfect all the way 

around to a 170 degree 

viewing angle. To say 

that it’s impressive in an 
understatement, as this 
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Porkies aside, this is a surprisingly good effort. 
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panel is one of the nicest IPS panels we've seen 
to date. If only it came in a higher resolution! 

There is however a rather annoying downfall 
of this monitor, and if you didn’t guess it already 
it's the stand. While aesthetically pleasing it really 
isn’t all that functional, as it has no adjustability. If 
adjustability is important to you, unfortunately this 
could be a deal breaker, if not, then the stand is 
very pretty, so hopefully that can make up for 
the inconvenience. 

When it comes to price, the IPS277L is really 
tempting. As one would expect, owning the 
technology used inside the panel saves a few 
dollars on patents and manufacturing costs, so 
this monitor is very competitively priced, coming 
in at $399. Seeing as it has only just been 
launched globally, this means we wouldn't be 
surprised to see much lower street prices in the 
coming months. 

This price places the IPS277L cheaper than 
the Dell S2740L. Sure, you don’t get the bonus 
of being able to use the anti-glare coating of the 
Dell to do your makeup, but you do get one of 
the nicest screens that we have seen. 

If you are after a high quality 27in screen, and 
don’t want to make the siep up to 2560 x 1440 


as 
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resolutions, then this is the go to model. 
Given the generally grainy nature of Bena’s 
budget GW2420T it is well worth the $100 
or so price premium to go with the IPS277L, 
and the beautiful design and anti-glare 
coating it really stands out from the pack. 


Build 


ep ee 
Solid construction. c 
Image Quality a a | 
Very sharp, though = e D 
not perfect. A 


Overall 
Astonishing value, though lacks 


things like USB'support. 
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hese are four of our basic systems, with 

something for every taste. The Game Box is 
put together with money-saving in mind, but also 
an eye to getting as much bang for buck. Our 
build may be a little more expensive than what 
you could technically get away with, but for that 
extra few hundred you’re also getting cutting edge 
performance and one of the most overclockable 
chips you can get today. 


We had been considering 

whether or not NVIDIA‘s new 

GTX 660 deserves a place in the 

KitLog this issue; some of the new 
models are pretty damn fantastic. 
However, we're leaving it for now, because 
at launch, it’s just a touch too expensive to 
justify a purchase. We're leaving the KitLog — 
unchagned for now, but if the price of the 66( 
drops at all... game on. ; 


The Perfect PC, on the other hand, is the system 
everyone aspires to, with nothing but the best 
parts — without going crazy, though. It’s a collection 
of all the greatest hardware that we’d pick without 
a budget, sure to impress with performance and 
sheer style. 

Oh, and if you’re wondering what the Ref IDs are, 
that’s the ID of that article on our website. Just enter 
it like this - www.atomicmpc.com.au/?7NUMBER 

— and you'll go straight to that review. 
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MEMORY MOTHERBOARD CPU 


VIDEOCARD 


— 


Intel Core i5 3570K 


PRICE $245 


Remove the Hyper Threading, 
and save $150? DEAL! 


Gigabyte 277X-UD3H 
PRICE $185 

Affordable gaming 
performance and features. 
Issue 187, Page 57 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I2800CL9D-8GBXL 


PRICE $55 

Great value, decent 
perfomance, and some 
flexibility. 


GIGABYTE HD7870 Overclocked 
PRICE $260 
Performance close to the 
7950, with a price tag no 
where near. 


an 


Intel Core i7 3770K 


PRICE $350 


8 Threads of Ivy Bridge efficiency, 
Overclock for justice! 
Issue 137, Page 40 


Gigabyte Gl Sniper 3 
PRICE $380 


It’s about as super-premium as 
you could get, or want. 
Issue 138, Page 40 


Corsair Vengeance Low Profi 
CMLI6GX3M4A1600C9B 


PRICE $120 


16GB of fast memory. Virtualise 
everything! 


PRICE $1180 


Great value, overclocks 


extremely well, super fast. 
_————— 
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SUBTOTAL: 


RIG ONLY: 


Antec Kuhler 620 Bitfenix Shinobi 
ra PRICE $85 Pal PRICE $80 
5 Water cooling is the future, = Worth it for the price 
By) today! alone, and sexy to boot. 
=) Ref ID: 260177 
A i 
=  2TBHDD Pioneer 2 Razer Arctosa 
x PRICE $90 DVR-219L =< PRICE $50 
S Two thousand PRICE $35 co A cool-looking keyboard that'll 
au gigabyte storage Discs. Youneeds > serve you very well. 
A drive on the cheap. ‘em. wv Ref ID: 149483 
A 
LGIPS277L_ EW | 
> PRICE $400 Lu Corsair Vengeance M60 
= 27 Inches of IPS glory. The 4 PRICE 70 
Val resolution isn’t perfect, but the os | Exceptional mousing value. 
5 price is. => Issue 134, Page 49 
adil 0 Onboard Realtek 5 Silverstone Strider 500W 
Se ipods 8 ALC889A BS =i PRICE $65 
=) A decent chip that does a A “ 
> eA Meee eat reap the job. os A solid PSU, capable of powering 
=" erect Sadie LN much more. 


Issue 138, Page 43 


SUBTOTAL: $4915 


RIG ONLY: $3750) 


Corsair HIOO Water Cooler 


os Paeeelan Lu Cooler Master Cosmos Il 
— 4 y <— 
= Fits pertegty nee costes = Hl, = The only case you'll ever need. Premium 
bees mounting directly on the roof. fixtiriousiblise: 
Ref ID: 290959 
ae ese 
vA i 
= OCZ REvo Drive 3 x2 & 3 Razer BlackWidow 
& — WDTTB VelociRaptor y= Ultimate 
= PRICE $490 + $350 faa] eae $160 ; 
= Superfast SSD and zippy storage. fai ae in 
a WD: Ref ID: 220323 s Ref ID: 251095 
—A 
| ASUS PB278Q SteelSeries Sensei 
= PRICE $690 a PRICE $115 
= One of the best 27” monitors 3S 
WY on the market. S The best-performing mouse we’ve 
(==) used to date! 
Ref ID: 276668 
Antec HCP 1200W 
Shure SRH-840 o> PRICE $320 

2 PRICE $200 ee : g 
eS = ae Plug in a graphics card. Or 
= The best value closed-ear 2 ZA four. The HCP won't care. 


studio headphones around 


Ref ID: 272588 
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he LAN Rig, the ultimate in portable gaming 

power — go anywhere, frag anyone. No longer 
will you be tied to a desk or forced to awkwardly 
manhandle your full-sized rig, helped by a 
convenient handle and beefy tech. Perfect for 
wowing people at LANs, the tech inside is fast 
enough to run any game, and boasts enough 
speed to keep your game running at full clip even if 
other programs intrude in the background. After all, 
no-one wants to miss a headshot. 


There are times when a soundcard 
can’t cut it for your audio desires, 
where your 6000hm headphones feel 
underpowered and you need more OOMPH. 
Thankfully there’s a market to cater for you, 
and multiple Digital-Analogue-Converter/ 
Amplifier hybrids are on the market, such 
as the ASUS Essence One or Matrix Mini-l. 
They give much better audio quality, and 
the punch needed to enjoy music to its 
fullest. Only serious enthusiasts need apply. 


Finally, for the more entertainment-minded — and 
really, that’s all of us — there’s The Mini, ready to 
play movies and music quietly and efficiently. The 
basic guts are fast enough for general tasks, and 
the IGP can handle High-Definition content. You can 
also choose from three entirely optional upgrades to 
suit your needs best: a graphics card for WoW, TV 
tuner to catch the game, or a Wireless card to sync 
without cables. The perfect energy-conscious build. 
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‘THELANRIG | 


Intel Corei5 3470 


PRICE $190 


The best value Ivy Bridge quad- 
core, overclocking limited. 


Asus P8Z77-M 
PRICE $115 


A mATX board with 
everything you need. 


G.Skill Ripjaws 
F3-I2800CL9D-8GBXL 
PRICE $55 | 


y Great value, decent performance, and some 
ey flexibility. 


GIGABYTE HD7770 Overclocked 


PRICE $130 


Keeping your LAN box cool 
and powerful. 


Intel Core i3 3220 


PRICE $130 


Super low-heat dual-core 
processor with IGP. 


Asus P8Z77-M | 
PRICE $115 
A mAIX board with plenty 
of upgrade options. 
Corsair XMS3 
CMX4GX3M2A160009 
PRICE $35 
4GB of fast memory is plenty for running 
multiple HTPC media streaming apps. | 
Sapphire HD7750 Ultimate 
PRICE $130 
Enough to play games 
on, and adds outputs 
without extra noise. 
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Cooler Master 212+ Evo 
PRICE $40 


It’s all about cost and weight 
efficiency when traveling. 


COOLER 


CASE 
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SUBTOTAL: $1160 


RIG ONLY: $760 | 


BitFenix Merc Alpha 


PRICE $50 


Small case with great potential, it’s 
got it where it counts. 


Issue 138, Page 43 


Va) 
ol . 
= 2TBHDD Pioneer a 7 
= , azer Arctosa 
23 PRICE $90 DVR-219L = PRICE $50 
Two thousand PRICE $35 © : 

—_ 4 : fan) A cool-looking keyboard 
oi gigabyte storage Discs. You needs = that'll serve you very well. 
A drive on the cheap. ‘em. — Ref ID: 149483 
A 
BS NEW LGIPS23V Corsair Vengeance M60 
= PRICE $180 Wal PRICE $70 
Oo. 22 inches of value-packed 3S Exceptional mousing value. 
a) screen, great buy. S Issue 134, Page 49 
==] 

Plantronics Oahsadi Daaltek Silverstone Strider 5010W 
oO Gamecom 780 ALC887 oe > ~PRICE $65 
a PRICE $90 A decent chip that does = a A solid PSU, capable of powering 
= Solid set of cans with the job. Oo = much more. 

great audio. a) 


SUBTOTAL: $1465 


Noctua NH-U9B SE2 


RIG (NO OPTIONS): $1195 | 


Silverstone Fortress FTO3 


Lu PRICE $190 
= Ricans . 2 The best HTPC case we’ve seen yet, 
Ss Plenty of cooling, and UW with space for plenty o’ bits. 
=) quietness to boot. 
lu 
= 2TBHDD cys Scythe SFF21D 
oO PRICE $90 = PRICE $30 x 3 ere 
= Buy three of these for super-crazy S Replace the stock fans and OPTIONAL 
ee storage capacity. 'S} hear the computer no more. 
> 
A 
ee Silverstone SODO2B = Logitech diNovo Edge 
SS : PRICE $80 =< PRICE $240 
= oN é Slot-loading DVD drive for a Wireless board with a 
5 a Fe movies, installs or backups. Ga trackpad for mousing. 
> OPTIONAL x 
Leadtek Winfast ic X- 
a Leadte “ASUS PCE-NI3 a>. Seasonic X-460 Fanless 
i ~PxDVR3200H ta Eick eas Go=i PRICE $200 
= PRICE $100 OR ma ’ =o. “Look, ma, no fans!” 
= Get TV in your PC. : GE Zippy clea AI el Rs & a -Anonymous 201 1 
= H.264 recording ftw! at = Hp widae etrearties 
OPTIONAL 
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wper COG: 


Super Quiet b 


TRIANGLE COOL 


¢ Patented triangle-shaped combination of fins & clip module 
¢ Guarantee 35% cooler than traditional linear solution fansink 


J 
he 


= 
LO 


Without With 
“Triangle cool” “Triangle cool” 


GIGABYTE WINDFORCE SERIES 


*% GV-R7970C-3GD _ > APC Highly Recommended Award< 


| 
| 
| = New WINDFORCE™ 3X Cooling Design with “Triangle Cool“ Technology 
= World’s first 28nm GPU 

= Core /Mem clock: 1000 (std 925 ) /5500 MHz 
| ® Ultra durable VGA High Quality Components 


‘lt 
@ 


GIGABYTE WINDFORCE SERIES : 


%& GV-R795WF3-3GD > PC User Best Buy Award < 


= NEW WINDFORCE™ 3X Cooling Design with “Triangle Cool” Technology 
™ World’s first 28nm GPU 

™ Core /Mem clock: 900 (std 800) /5000 MHz 

w Ultra Durable VGA High Quality Components 


aLAayDID 


*With an ambient temperature of approximately 24°, all testing ran under FurMark. www.gigabyte.com.au 


Y° can watch cricket on TV. Golf. Baseball. 
Lawn bowls. 

But not Quake, not StarCraft, not Call of Duty. 
Not even Counter-Strike. 

Why? 

Now and then a game makes it to 
mainstream TV — or at least some minor 
cable-TV channel. South Korea (of course) 
has a cable-TV game channel, ‘Ongamenet’, 
that occasionally covers something other than 
StarCraft, presumably to signal to the audience 
that it is now safe to go to the toilet. Other 
e-sports shows have popped up from time to 
time, too, but they’re extremely uncommon. If 
you're lucky enough to be a fan of a current 
top-ten game, you can watch a match with 
commentary on YouTube; otherwise, find 


GROUND ZERO ° 


Computers also let us play genuinely realistic 
military simulations, which could make riveting 
Tv. Anew war movie every weekend! Battles 
lasting for days on end, with cameras hopping 
around to wherever the action currently is, 
or dissecting recent hectic engagements! 
Screaming infantrymen covered with napalm, at 
whom it is morally acceptable to laugh! 

(Occasionally there has actually been TV 
coverage of computer simulations of real-world 
sports, like the endless series of John Madden 
American-football games. The more | try to think 
about this, the more my brain seizes up.) 

| don’t think multiple ‘cameras’ and slow 
motion and so forth would be a major problem 
for broadcast games. You can’t do fancy stuff 
like that in the actual game clients, but you can 


It would also not be acceptable for The Big 
Game to be called off half-way through because 
someone tripped over an Internet cable. 


livestreams or saved replays. Forget TV. 

This is weird. Anybody who's played 
competitive video games knows plenty of them 
would make great TV, if covered in a similar way 
to ‘physical’ sports. Multiple views, slow motion, 
knowledgeable commentators... 

You'd think TV companies would be excited 
about this, because it’d be way cheaper to do 
than traditional sports coverage, and umpteen 
game companies would buy ads. And ‘normal’ 
people would probably find it quite interesting. 

If you like watching snooker, you'd probably 
like watching Frozen Synapse. If you like football, 
you'd probably like Monday Night Combat, 
and then you could proceed to Team Fortress 
2, when sufficiently caffeinated. And if a live, 
televised, world-class game of Natural Selection 
2 can't find an audience, then | don’t want to live 
on this planet any more. 
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take a recording of an FPS match and turn it 

into a TV show by just playing through it and 
dumping video to an editing program. This is 
time-consuming for one person in a bedroom to 
do — the amount of editing work that goes into 
even a ‘simple’ multi-commentator Let's Play sort 
of video like Shamus Young's Spoiler Warning 
series is surprising — but it’d be well within the 
reach of a very small business. Add a few more 
computers and standard TV-production gear, and 
you can do live coverage of any game that allows 
multiple flying spectator cameras. 

It's not hard to find commentators, either. 
Although you might have to filter out a lot of 
squeaky-voiced teenagers convinced not only 
that they are the world’s greatest expert on their 
favourite game, but also that they are the only 
player of said game who is not flamboyantly 
homosexual. 
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Everything is easy for the person who doesn’t 
have to do it themselves, of course. | can think 
of several serious problems with the idea of 
games-as-TV. A mode in a game client that 
helps broadcasters do their job, for instance, is 
also likely to be a godsend for cheaters. It would 
also not be acceptable for The Big Game to be 
called off half-way through because someone 
tripped over an Internet cable. 

But I’m not ashamed to say I’ve spent 
significantly more time watching Supreme 
Commander replays than I’ve spent playing the 
actual game, and derived considerably more 
entertainment per minute from them, and almost 
infinitely more entertainment per production 
dollar, than Formula One has ever offered me. 

Join me, and demand a digital revolution in 
couch-potato-ing! ((&) 


He just likes to watch. 
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The offer is only available to new Australian subscribers. Offer ends 13th November, 2012. Minimum subscription term is 12 months. You will receive 12 issues of Atomic a year. Your subscription will start 


FOR S30 
SUBSCRIBE 


Subscribe to Atomic this month and get six issues 
for only $30. That's just $5 per issue! Plus, you'll get 
Atomic delivered to your door, for free. You'll never 
have to leave home! 


‘12 ISSUES FOR $60. 00- SAVE OVER S47 
6 ISSUES** FOR $30.00 - SAVE OVER $23 
~NEW ZEALAND 

d YEAR (12 ISSUES) FOR AS79.95 


. Pay just $5 an issue 


- Magazine delivered to your door, or 
mailbox, or secret hideaway | ; ; 
; aoe AON DEALINGWITH | 
Full money back guarantee | — SEXISMINTHE | 
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Lamcool 


For Look 


With/Aluminium|Panels 
Looks) & 
2rmals) 


External|in Black Anodized Finishing & Internal Finishing in Black Coating 


Superb Thermal & Silent Performance, 
Patented Tool-less / Anti-vibration Features Designed for 
PC Game Enthusiasts and Professionals 


SPECIFICATIONS 
* 5.257 x 3, 3.5" internal x 6, 2.5" internal x 4 
« ATX / M-ATX 
- 8 PCI slots 
- 140mm fans x 2, 120mm fan x 1 
- USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug), HD audio 
- 210 W x 470 Hx 500 D mm 


www. LanCoolIPC.com Design and Manufacture by Lian Li Industrial Co., Ltd. in Taiwan 


ALUMINUM 
PC CASE 


External & internal in black 


25.25 X2; 
3! ternal x 12 (Option SA 
2.5" internal x 3 (use 3.5" x 3) 
+ HPTX (13.6 x 15") / E-ATX / ATX / M-ATX 
+ 140mm fans x 3, 120mm fans x 1 
+ 11 PCI slots 
- USB 3.0 x 2 (20 pin-plug), USB 2.0 x 2, HD audio 
+ 220 W x 585 H x 590 D mm 


hot swap backplane x 12), 


Distributor 


ATTY Tt 


PC-A75X 


www.mittoni.com.au 
Melbourne Office: 1300 200 000 
Sydney Office: 02 9646 3018 


mittoni 


extreme technology distribution 


VIC: PCCG (03) 9551 0889 www.pccasegear.com.au 
Scorpion Technology 1300 726 770 www.scorptec.com.au 
Centre Com (03) 8311 7600 www.centrecom.com.au 


NSW: Mwave (02) 9649 6184 www.mwave.com.au 
IJK (02) 9745 0877 www.ijk.com.au 
AusPCMarket (02) 9646 8000 www.auspemarket.com.au 
Techbuy, (02) 9648 1818 www.techbuy.com.au 


QLD: Umart (07) 3369 3928 www.umart.com.au 
SA: MSY (08) 8212 1656 www.msy.com.au 
WA: PLE Computers (08) 9309 4771 www.ple.com.au 
Austin computer (08) 9201 2788 www.austin.net.au 
TAS: TASPRO Computers (03) 6424 1911www.taspro.com.au 


PC-D8000 


AVAARREERES 


#0220" X 5, 
3.5" internal x 20 (Option SAT/ 
2.5" internal x 2 
+ HPTX (13.6 x 15") / E-ATX / ATX / M-ATX 
+ Spare fans mount: 140mm x 5, 120mm x 11 
+ 11 PCI slots 
+ USB 3.0 x 4 (20 pin-plug) 
+ 405 W x 630 H x 590 D mm 


jot swap backplane x 20), 


Finest 
Quality 


Made in 


www. lian-li.com Taiwan 
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ATOMIC.EDU 70 
Chris Taylor looks at what you 

really need to know if you are 
heading off to university for 

the first time. 


SQL INJECTION 72 
Take a look into the murky world 

of SQL injections, how they are 
performed, and more importantly 
what you can do to stop them 
happening to your database. 


www.atomicmpc.com.au/ 
Newsletter/Default.aspx 


SUBSCRIBE 


AND SAVE 


Turn to page 66, 


call 1500 610 765 or visit 
www.subscribenow.com.au/ato/ 116 Eanes eee. 
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Tertiary Education Blues 


TERTIARY EDUCATION 


First year uni... it’s not all beer and pretzels... 


B: the time this article lands, exams will 

be, or soon will be, underway for those 
of you in the final year of school. School is out, 
pretty much, although for a fair few of you there 
will still be pencils and books. Or, maybe more 
accurately, .odf documents and cheap beer. 
And too, if you've left school a while ago and 
are planning on going to university in the first 
semester of next year, well, you’d presumably 
have your application in order. 

Individual universities do a reasonably good 
job of letting you know what services is available 
on-campus. In addition to free lager, orientation 
days/weeks generally include campus tours and 
information that can... well, be derived from the 
instituteis website. Hereis where you go if youire 
having a bad time at university, here’s where 
the library is and here’s how to borrow books, 
hereis where you go if you want to hang around 
student politicians (BYO dreadlocks and copy of 
The Communist Manifesto). And, sure, it’s mostly 
useful information. And a chance to be sociable 
and everything else. Great. 

But having been gobbled up by the university 
system and not-yet-spat-out, I’m not sure if that 
highlights the most important aspect of university 
life. And | use the term ‘university life’ with a 
whole lot of reluctance. | mean, during O-Week, 
universities — all of them — will push a case for 
there being a university life. A culture based on 
the campus. And that’s there if you want it. All 
universities offer clubs and societies catering to 
people with a diverse range of interests: you'll 
get the obligatory religious movements, sports 
teams, student societies based in a particular 
faculty (engineering, say), political organisations 
and groups dedicated to hobbies or interests 
such as table top war games or anime. Expect 
to find pubs, areas dedicated to various groups 
(i.e. a queer lounge) and regular extracurricular 
events you can opt to participate in (for example, 
balls or excursions to touristy destinations). It’s 
all there if you want to be involved in it. You don't 
have to participate in any of that if you don’t 
want to. If you work lengthy hours and study 
full-time — or, indeed, if you're a part-time student 
because you hold down a full-time job — then a 
lot of that will happen during times when you're 
unavailable. Universities will push all of this quite 
heavily and some people respond to it - and 
maybe you like the sound of some of those 
offerings — but there's no need at all to immerse 
yourself in the culture of the place. There’s no 
obligation to be there, on the grounds, outside 
of class time. It’s a key difference between 
university and school. At school you (probably) 
couldn't just wander off at lunchtime or during a 
free period. You were probably obligated — or at 
least nagged — to attend some extracurricular 
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events such as camps. 

Indeed, there’s no obligation to attend class, 
even, at university. There might be an attendance 
requirement of maybe 80%, but no one is going 
to call your parents or email you a ‘show up to 
class next week or youill fail’ warning or anything 
else. Youill just fail - assuming the tutor is diligent 
in keeping attendance records - and no one, 
except perhaps you, will give a shit. Tutors and 
lecturers may not upload everything onto the 
unit's website and so you may miss out on 
information. Unlike school, no one is going to 


things work in secondary education, too. Sure, 
in the final years of compulsory schooling there 
might be a little more onus placed on you, but 
at the same time there’s a bit of a safety net. 
This is not true at all of the university system. If 
you’re struggling — the assigned textbook isn’t 
particularly useful, the assignment brief is unclear, 
you received a poor mark on your first in-class 
test — then it’s up to you to do something about 
it. This might mean hunting through the library 
for a textbook that explains things more clearly. 
It might mean seeking out your tutor or lecturer 


This cannot be emphasised enough - the 
problem is yours and yours alone, and so you 
need to come up with the solution. 


hand a copy of the amended assignment brief to 
your friend so it can be passed onto you. That’s 
the key difference, | think, between the years 
of compulsory schooling and tertiary (especially 
university) education: it’s up to you. Participating 
in extracurricular activities or attending class — 
these are decisions you make for yourself. 
Similarly, seeking more information about 
something or extra assistance is also your job. 
Speaking as (an admittedly primary) teacher, 
if my ongoing assessment shows me that a 
particular student doesn’t ‘get’ something, |’ll 
give the student extra assistance. |’ll tailor my 
teaching to suit the student’s needs, even if it’s 
just one student out of twenty with a ‘problem’. 
This is — or should be, at least — true of how 


(generally your first and second points of contact, 
respectively) during their consultation hours or 
ask a question in class or get onto them via 
email in order to get some advice. If academic 
writing is difficult for you, it’s up to you to find 
assistance (generally universities will have some 
sort of proofreading or ‘language support’ office 
for this very reason). If there’s some legitimate 
reason for you being unable to attend class or 
hand an assignment in on time, then it’s up to 
you to let the tutor and lecturer know in advance. 
The onus is entirely on you. This cannot be 
emphasised enough — the problem is yours and 
yours alone and so you need to come up with 
the solution. Unlike a school teacher, a tutor 
(probably) isn’t going to modify the program 
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just for you. Even if you seek advice or explain 
your dire circumstances, there are limitations 

on what they can do to assist you. Sometimes 
the rules can only be bent so far and the tutor 
or lecturer is obliged to comply with ‘one size 
fits all’ university policies. For example, a class 
scheduled at a particular time might conflict with 
work commitments. This puts you in a bit of a 
shitty situation: you need to attend the class 
most of the time if you want to pass, but you 
also need money to pay rent and bills. If that’s 
the only time of day at which the class is offered, 
there’s probably only so much — or perhaps 
nothing — a lecturer can do without being ‘unfair’ 
to your fellow students. When dealing with such 
a large number of students and being beholden 
to policies that emphasise consistency, the 
system can be nowhere near as understanding 
of an individual's circumstances as a school can 
afford to be. 

A teacher is, in part, a counsellor and basically 
mandated to be interested in your welfare 
although obviously schools will direct particularly 
troubled students to more qualified support 
services). A tutor, on the other hand, will simply 
emind you that the university offers financial aid, 
counselling and proofreading services. This is not 
a failing of the tutor — it's how the system works. 
n undergraduate courses in particular, you’re 
probably one of many students. The tutor and 
lecturer, who may teach a few subjects, probably 
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won't know your name. There's no professional 
obligation for them, as there is with a school 
teacher, to know studenis as individuals and as 
learners. 

Of course, in the ideal world and all, you don’t 
get into trouble in the first place. You can do 
yourself a lot of favours by actually showing up 
to class. While a lot of information is available 
online — recordings of lectures, PowerPoint 
slides, unit guides — if you’re using the unit's 
website as a substitute of attending class 
you're going to miss out on a lot, whether it’s 
amended assignment briefs or discussions 
that clarify aspects of the weekly reading, lab 
exercise or lecture. Attending in itself, like school, 
is probably not enough. A tutorial works on an 
assumption — you’ve attended (or at least heard 
the recording of) the lecture, you've read the 
relevant of chapter the textbook, you've at least 
glanced at the assignment brief. If you haven't 
actually done those things then the tutorial will 
be of limited value. You'll get your attendance 


mark but won’t really benefit from the experience. 


Unless your circumstances are genuinely unique 
to you or you're really struggling with something 
or you want to challenge a mark you received 

(a process that is available to you, by the way), 
most of your concerns and questions can 
probably be addressed in class. Attending class 
and reading the unit guide, assignment briefs 
and other materials as soon as they’re available 
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also allows you to pre-empt and deal with 
problems before they become, well, problematic. 
If the assignment brief is unclear, you can seek 
Clarification early-on. If the textbook isn’t very 
good — the lecturer has assigned a book he 
contributed to rather than the best available 
book — then perhaps a tutor can steer you in the 
direction of something else. Sorting this stuff out 
in the first couple of weeks is a lot better than 
opening the book for the first time a few days 
before the assignment’s due and realising, too 
late, that it’s not useful. Again, the onus is on 

you to not only get your name marked off on the 
class register, but to actively participate. It brings 
to mind a cliche that's maybe can used as a 
marketing slogan for breakfast cereal or a sports 
drink or premium motor oil or something at some 
point — you only get out what you put in. 5) 
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SQL INJECTION 


Everything you ever 
needed to know about 


SQL Injection 


It’s the tool of hackers everywhere, but how does it work, 
and how can you defend yourself from them. 


Wie a corporation's website is attacked, 
and sensitive data is leaked onto the 


internet, the full details of what actually occurred 
are rarely disclosed. The media doesn’t report 
what vulnerability was exploited by the hackers; 
they prefer to talk about the financial damage 
inflicted and to link the attack to a notorious 
hacker group such as Anonymous, all in an 
attempt to sensationalise the story. That’s OK for 
everyday consumption, but we should be trying 
to better educate today’s web designers and 
computer users about such vulnerabilities so that 
they do not fall victim to these types of attack. 
The purpose of this article is twofold. First, | 
want to explain SQL Injection, one of the most 
commonly exploited vulnerabilities found in web 
applications and second, | will outline possible 
steps which you can take to ensure that your 
website is protected from SQL Injection attacks. 


What is SQL Injection? 


SQL Injection is a process often used by hackers 
attacking a website's database. Hackers are able 
to exploit security vulnerabilities within a website 
that allows the attacker to input malicious SQL 
code, which can be used to reveal and damage 
sensitive data held within the website's database. 
These vulnerabilities can occur for several 
reasons, the most common of which is, in my 
experience, a lack of proper filtering in relation to 
user input. In other words, it arises because the 
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website is not properly filtering what the user is 
attempting to input. 

If a website contains vulnerabilities that allow a 
user to inject SQL code, and thereby manipulate 
its database, the attacker may be able to copy 
the contents of the database to his or her own 
server, drop the website's original database, and 
then blackmail the website for the safe return of 
the copied data. If the vulnerable website is an 
online store or bank, an attacker may be able 
to siphon off thousands, or even millions, of 


customer credit card numbers, addresses and 
other personal details, and sell these to carders 
and identity thieves the world over. 

One of the better examples of an SQL 
Injection attack’s capability would be the case of 
the TUX Hacker, Albert Gonzalez, now serving 
twenty years in jail for masterminding the theft 
and subsequent reselling of approximately 170 
million credit cards. Gonzalez used SQL Injection 
vulnerabilities to create malware backdoors into 
several corporate networks. 

Gonzalez was not the first hacker to use an 
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SQL Injection attack to steal credit card numbers, 
and he certainly won't be the last. In a world 

that is dependent on the internet, governments, 
banks and other corporations need to be 
constantly working to stop such attacks and 
bring these hackers to justice. 


The Attack Process 


When wishing to hack a website the first step 
that an attacker will take is to locate vulnerability 
within the site that allows the hacker to 


manipulate data, take down or deface the site. 
This can be done by either manually scanning a 
site or by using a scanning tool such as Acunetix. 
Such scanning tools have grown in popularity 
as they require less technical skill than manually 
scanning a website. In addition, they are normally 
much faster and more efficient than the majority 
of hackers would be in manually scanning a site. 
Scanning tools do not require any administrative 
logon rights and can be run on any website 
in the world. The image below illustrates an 
Acunetix website scan in progress. 

Once the attacker has scanned the site, 
and has found an SQL Injection vulnerability, 
there are two ways he/she can go about 
exploiting this vulnerability. The first approach 
involves manually constructing an SQL string 
and injecting it into the site. The shortcoming 
of this approach is that it generally involves 
a lot of time and patience on the part of the 
hacker. The second approach involves using 
an application, such as Havij, that is specifically 
designed to exploit SQL vulnerabilities. The 
image below shows Havij being used to 
analyse a target website. 
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Preventing an Attack 


There are several methods of preventing an 
SQL Injection attack occurring on your website. 
The first, and probably the best, method that | 
have used to prevent SQL Injection attacks is 
to filter strings being passed to the site by the 
user. This can be done by simply disallowing 
characters associated with SQL Injection. For 
example, if the user attempted to pass a string 
to the website such as that shown below - a 
string designed to delete any user accounts with 
a birth year of 1955 - then a routine designed 
to check that the string only contains alphabetic 
and numeric characters would act to block it. 


DELETE FROM Users WHERE BirthYear = ‘1955’; 


This would result in the would-be attacker 
receiving an error message indicating that they 
had entered several invalid characters, and also 
being prevented from proceeding any further. 

Some more cautious webmasters also mark 
certain words as invalid in order to give them 
a higher level of security. Examples of words 
commonly found on such a list are DELETE, 
SELECT, EXEC and REPLACE. While this is a 
great extra step it’s important that any authorised 
user inadvertently entering one of these invalid 
words (e.g. DELETE) receives an error message 
that clearly explains that the word DELETE is not 
permitted. This will reduce confusion for non- 
technical users. 

The next prevention method is to disable 
any shell access permissions. This is extremely 
important as shell access is fundamentally 
what an attacker requires in order to launch an 
SQL Injection attack. Without shell access it will 
be a lot harder for an attacker to manipulate 
your database in a malicious way through the 
use of SQL Injection. While you are disabling 
shell access you should also disable any other 
functionality your site will not need or use. 

A third approach is to ensure users have 
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properly allocated database privileges. This 
means that users are granted permission to 
access only the data they need and nothing 
else. A lot of webmasiers forget this and allow 
their users to access the site’s entire database. 
Having numerous users with unrestricted access 
increases the vulnerability of the website, and 
exacerbates the risk of significant darmage should 
an attack take place. Minimising what a user can 
access will minimise any damage that may occur. 
A final, and potentially more expensive, 
approach is to actively test your website for 
vulnerabilities. This can be achieved in several 
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ways. The first is to scan the website yourself 
by using an application such as Acunetix. These 
scanner applications will provide you with a full 
report of the potential vulnerabilities and will point 
you in the direction of what needs to be changed 
in order to ensure your website is secure. 
Alternatively you can hire a penetration 
tester to assess your website. The benefits of 
a penetration tester far outweigh those of a 
website scanner. Some of these benefits are that 
a penetration tester is human, is more adaptive 
to your website's security, and will provide you 
with a lot better feedback then a report from a 
web scanner. The downside to using penetration 
testers is that they are human, and humans are 
generally more expensive than applications. 


In Conclusion 
SQL Injection attacks represent a significant 
threat to data security. The approaches outlined 
in this article are, in my opinion, the best ways 
of reducing, if not eliminating, the risk of such 
attacks. If you or your website developer is a 
strong coder and implements the methods 
outlined in this article it is highly unlikely that you 
will fall victim to an SQL Injection attack. 
Notwithstanding this, it is important to 
remember that everything can be hacked by 
a determined and skilled attacker prepared to 
spend a considerable amount of time trying to 
attack your site. However by implementing the 
preventative measures that | have explained 
in this article, and by ensuring your database 
server is kept up-to-date, you will definitely be 
one step ahead of the majority of websites and 
in a stronger position to defend your website's 
database from an attack. (( 
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Crysis used to be synonymous with humbling even the beastiest of F PCs, 


Nathan Lawrence explores how Crytek is seeking to do it all over again with Crysis 55 


a D: it run Crysis?” These four words are 
simultaneously a loaded abbreviation 
and a way of measuring the length of one’s 
e-peen via hardware prowess. When asked this 
question, the interrogator is actually querying, 
“Does it run Crysis [at 30fps+ on max settings]?” 

If you—and, more importantly, your 
hardware—are up to task, an answer needn’t be 
verbal: a nod, a smile or an inviting open-palmed 
gesture for the interrogator to try it for themself. 
These or a simple ‘yes’ were all once acceptable 
responses. “Were all once”. Past tense. 

Nowadays, newfangled rigs are forged and 
their steel tested on the likes of Battlefield 3. 
Crysis 2 came and went, and while some of the 
PC elite hoped that we could ask and answer 
the 2.0 variant of the same question—“Does it 
run Crysis 2?” —we were left wanting. 

DirectX 11 was promised and delivered after 
the fact; for some it was too little, too late for 
a sequel whose campaign had already been 
clocked and its multiplayer replaced by the Call 
of Duty/Battlefield staples of the time. What 
was once a franchise that came with a badge 
of honour—an unmade award to place beside 
the likes of ‘Intel inside’, ‘Windows 7’ and other 
such desktop stickers—if one’s PC could earn 
the title ‘Crysis Killer’, became a series that had 
seemingly fallen victim to the all-too common 
multiplatform sickness. 

Compared to the reign of Crysis in 2007, it 
was all too easy for a 2011 computer to best 
Crysis 2; but for Crysis 3, Crytek is determined 
to reclaim its ‘killer app’ crown. Crytek wants to” 
kill your PC with the power of the latest entry into 
the Crysis series. 


Crysis management 

Crytek isn’t stupid. To believe that the German 
developer was unaware of the PC community's 
reaction to Crysis 2 would be a mistake. In fact, 
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during our recent interview with Cevat Yerli, co- 
founder of Crytek and director of Crysis 3, and 
Rasmus Hgjengaard, senior creative director 
of Crysis 3, both developers were all too eager 
to address the formation of Crysis 3 based on 
feedback from Crysis 2. 

Here’s what Cevat had to say about Crytek’s 
out-the-gate approach to Crysis 3. “With Crysis 
3, we looked at what people liked about Crysis 
2 and what we could do to improve it. One 
of the big things we heard was, ‘More of an 
open sandbox like Crysis.’ However, Crysis 2, it 
wasn’t that we couldn’t make it bigger; it was 
the realistic limitations of the city itself. Building 
blocks, like towers and things, naturally you're 
moved into confined spaces. So we moved 
upwards into vertical spaces, just like the 
buildings move upwards. In Crysis 3 we said, 
because now we can destroy them [buildings] in 
a way and a reason for the buildings to collapse 
and be destroyed and what not, we can make it 
open but also vertically open. So | think people 
are going to get a Crysis-esque sandbox, but 


still a different layer on top of it. The verticality of 
Crysis 2 merged with openness.” 


For the record 


Given the multiplatform release of Crysis 2 

and the lengths Crytek went to in showcasing 

a game that still looks stunning on consoles, 

we were eager to know just how much the 
consoles dictated the New York City setting. 
After all, as is particularly evident in the larger 
maps of Battlefield 3 Armored Kill on PlayStation 
3, massive areas and large draw distances are 
problematic on the ageing hardware specs of 
current-generation consoles. 

We assumed that the confines of New York 
City were a multiplatform choice for Crysis 2. 
We assumed incorrectly. Cevat set the record 
straight. “It was a narrative and a geological 
decision. When you stand in Time Square, you 
can’t just make an open area because there are 
buildings everywhere. And the same is also true 
for everywhere [in New York City]. So in Crysis 
3 we can have new options in the map design. 
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More open areas in New York but, also, if there 
weren't [more open areas], we can just destroy 
the buildings. We can just flatten everything.” To 
add further fuel to how wrong our assumption 
was, Crytek did release a well-scaled and well- 
received port of the original Crysis games for Xbox 
LIVE and the PlayStation Network in late 2011. 


The customer's 
always right 


Crysis 2 was not without its flaws, though; 
particularly for the PC community. Any PC gamer 
who tried their hand at Crysis 2 multiplayer 
would have doubtlessly noticed the negative 
impact that multiplatform development had on 
the game. The lobby system works well enough 
for console multiplayer, but the porting of this 
console logic to PC resulted in the two worst 
types of servers: full and empty. 

We were curious to know just how much 
Crytek had been listening to the community in 
shaping Crysis 3. Cevat fielded the question. 

“Crysis 3 was definitely a consumer choice. In 
Crysis 2, even though it was customer choice 
at the time, we knew we wanted to make it 
different; but we couldn't because we were 
limited by the setting. We didn’t just want to 
flatten the buildings because that wouldn’t have 
worked.” 

Rasmus threw in his two cents. “We had 
the opposite limitation in Crysis. If you wanted 
vertical gameplay, you really had to come down 
to, well, we can only control, like, a hill; but that’s 
not really the same because it’s not layered. It’s 
just climbing up something.” Bottom line: Crysis 
3 is set to be the sandbox approach of Crysis 
merged with the verticality of Crysis 2. In no way 
is that a bad thing. 


Bigger bang theory 
Hollywood may be running out of ideas—as 
evidenced by the countless sequels, prequels 
and remakes that are released each year—but 
filmmakers also understand the importance of 
escalation when forging sequels. 

When it comes to sequels to big-budget 
action games, though, escalation can prove 
difficult in application. Take Crysis, for instance. 
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How does Crytek escalate between titles 
when its already dealing with an overpowered 
Nanosuit-wearing super soldier? 

Cevat had this to say. “In that regard, it wasn’t 
just about escalation. We were thinking, ‘How 
can we make this cooler? How can we make 
this more badass? More powerful?’ The hunter 
theme emerged and we pushed it across the 
entire game: single-player and multiplayer.” 


Master hunter 

Cevat pointed to Rasmus as the master hunter 
of the Crytek office. As the hunter theme is one 
that permeates the core design logic of Crysis 
3, we were eager to hear more. Rasmus didn’t 
disappoint. “What's fun about the hunter game 
is that it’s actually the exact opposite direction 
to go because the natural progression would 
be a bigger gun with fancier lasers. But what 
we do instead is go to the most basic type of 
weapon and setting—which is being a hunter 
with a bow—but then obviously adding the tech 
layer on the bow so we get the most badass 
technologically advanced bow you can possibly 
imagine—it folds out and can be equipped with 
all kinds of ammo tips—but siill, in essence, it’s 
the basic warrior you become in that game. 


PC Crysis resurrected 


The big question for us was whether 
Crysis 3 would be a return to form for 
melting top-end PCs. Cevat offered 
this encouraging response. “PC is 
definitely having full support on DX11. 
We've released CryEngine 3.3 now that 
supports Crysis 3 and it’s no artificial 
tech demo that has been created on 
an engine but, rather, it’s showing what 
Crysis 3 will look like on PC. | think it’s 
going to look like the best game ever 
on the PC platform. The goal is to melt 
down PCs again and make sure that 
the question returns, ‘Can it run Crysis 
[3]?’ We do want to see that resurrected 
message, and it’s definitely going to 
make a lot of PCs stretch.” 
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So that is taking it a little different than say Hollywood AAA action 
movies build up, where it’s just bigger, bigger, bigger explosions all 
the way through a franchise. It’s like creating a juxtaposition instead 
to make it interesting, but not less dramatic.” 


Ballistic bolt 


Hunter Mode is the new multiplayer offering that provides 
more than just the standard deathmatch and objective- 
based norms. The mode pits a team of armed-to-the-teeth 
C.E.L.L. operatives against two perpetually cloaked Nanosuit 
hunters armed with bows. If the two hunters are killed, it’s round 
over; but if a C.E.L.L. player is killed, they respawn as a hunter, 
switching the team balance until.one side is eradicated. 

While long-range Battlefield 3 hunters would be keenly aware of 
the requirement to take into account ballistic drop and lead time 
when targeting foes, the arrows in Hunter Mode took on more of 
a Call of Duty mentality. Where you aim the crosshair is where you 
hit; no lead or aim adjustments required. We foresaw problems with 
keen-eyed snap-reflex PC Nanosuit hunters making short work 
of C.E.L.L. players, and were curious about the decision process 
behind the point-and-shoot insta-kill bow. 

Rasmus had this to say. “It’s still being played around with because 
the thing is if you put a realistic kind of ballistic curve on the bow, it 

would be really difficult to fire; especially in a multiplayer 
map when you run around and people bounce around 
like rabbits. So that’s kind of a balancing thing.” 

Cevat clarified that there was, in fact, an included 
ballistic curve on the bow. “Yeah, there is, but it’s still gamer-friendly. 
It's not like a hardcore experience. It has some ballistic curve, so if 
you see someone running in a direction and you shoot in his path 
but not with super accuracy, there’s some support for that. Single- 
player and multiplayer are different. Single-player’s more supportive; 
multiplayer’s actually a bit more hardcore. There are manoeuvres 

\\; you can do as the C.E.L.L. So if you know how the bow works, 
F you can start zigzagging and it actually makes it more difficult for 
you to be taken down.” 


\\\ Hunting across modes 

Di = Foralong time, single-player and multiplayer modes have 
been treated as separate entities. As we wave goodbye to 
the traditions of the current gaming generation and push into 
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next-gene tropes, one of the exciting emergent - 
trends is towards interlinked multiplayer. 
Multiplayer is an extension of single-player and 
vice versa. 

Rasmus explained how this mentality applies 
to Crysis 3. “It’s really important that there’s 
narrative and tonal consistency between every 
aspect of the game, and to channel the point 
about being the hunter back to something that’s 
pushed very hard in the single-player campaign. 
There needs to be something that supports 
that in the multiplayer as well, so it doesn’t feel 
completely separate, even though they may be 
when you play the game.” 

Cevat took the idea further with how it relates 
to Hunter Mode. “We also wanted to make a 
mode that captures the experience of using the 
bow as a special weapon. It’s the only thing you 
have. So, for me, that was one position that 
really underlined the hunting. Then up against 
you are weapons like the Typhoon —which is a 
new weapon on the C.E.L.L. side and a new 
weapon to Crysis 3—and pit you against this 
isometric setup: you and a bow against 500 
rounds per second. You're so much more of 
a badass. You're invisible all the time. So that 
kind of isometric imbalance can be balanced by 
2-versus-14.” 


Michael Bay's sandbox 

Any game developer seeking to create a 
narrative-driven sandbox title is inevitably going 
to hit a rather challenging hurdle. A fixed linear 
narrative requires a story to be told, but this can 
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often stand at ends with player empowerment in 
a sandbox game world filled with choice. 

Cevat addressed how Crytek is approaching 
this hurdle in Crysis 3. “We coined the term 
in Crysis 2 times: ‘choreographed sandbox’. 

A choreographed sandbox is about the 
choreographed bits and pieces or events that 
are at the beginning or end of the sandbox. 

So at the end or the beginning it can be more 
spectacular. The idea is that it tells a story and it 
allows you to insert yourself inside the story. So, 
especially within a sandbox. the choreography 
at the beginning is overlayed or at the end, but it 
doesn’t define how you play it fully. It can change 
your course of action or the path, but it doesn’t 
say, ‘You now have to play like this.’ As opposed 
to many other games, they’re changing actually, 
only one way of playing. This is more like, ‘Oh, 
fuck, | can’t go there? Then I have to think about 
my other options.’ As opposed to, ‘I have to go 
right.’ We didn’t want the linear but we wanted 
the choreography to make an impact, but not 
force it.” 

There's no denying that as a franchise Crysis 
has evolved since its beginnings. What was 
once a Nanosuit-fuelled PC benchmark became 
a multiplatform sequel which, by the time the 
credits rolled, showed an intriguing emphasis 
on narrative and refined gameplay elements. If 
Crysis 3 represents the tech-melting prowess 
of Crysis and the gameplay/narrative focus of 
Crysis 2, Crytek’s final foray into retail gaming 
is well poised to win back the favour of the PC 
community. @ 
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Arcade satisfaction pitched at the masses, marred by some inexplicably bad design decisions. 


I: this third F1 iteration, Codemasters follows 
its now established annual tradition of 
stepping forward with overall refinement, of 
drastically changing the most important aspect 
of the game — being handling physics - and 

of making a total balls-up of several critical 
aspects. 

First: the handling. Once again, it’s 
completely changed. 2011's cars were twitchy 
beasts and the power and grip levels were 
minutely and wonderfully tangible. Balancing 
the throttle was key, and every undulation of 
the track was felt and had an effect on balance. 
That’s all gone. The new model smooths things 
out and adds an almost impossible-to-break 
level of rear grip. 


We? 2Oote 


Codemaster’s spoke with pride of a better 
tire model pre-launch, but also went out of its 
way to frequently drop words like “arcade” and 

“accessible”. The new cars ride very flat and 
stable on the road, and once you’ve pointed 
the car at the apex you can safely stand on the 
gas with almost no throttle modulation needed, 
even on traditionally tricky turns. 

Up the front of the car, there’s very little 
feel from the front tires, and — worse - grip. 
Understeer is now a very big deal and that 
all combines to totally change the way you 
drive the cars. It’s all about braking early, now, 
positioning the car for a perfect exit line, then 
mashing on the gas. 

This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, and driving 


can be very satisfying when you figure it out. 
Pity, then, that Codie’s F1 project lead Steve 
Hood announced just a few days ago that they 
acknowledge this as an issue, and that they’ve 
have found a fix that will be released in a post- 
release patch. 

Conclusion: bells and whistles are more 
important to the developer than nuts and bolts. 
Lovely bells and whistles they are, though. 

Despite using the same EGO engine, graphics 
have been polished nicely. Detail and colours 
are better and it runs faster on a given system 
than 2011. Track surface textures in particular 
have been vastly improved and vary wonderfully 
track to track. Loading times are fantastically 
improved too, and the menu system is lovely 
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to look at. 

But still, flaws need to be inserted. The 
PC version maps UI functions to wheel or 
controller buttons, and | bet you don’t know 
which one is ‘button 6’, for example. 

The view from the cockpit position has 
been tweaked and it’s very nice; though 
your on-screen eyeballs are positioned a 
bit higher up than in a real F1 car, it’s a nice 
tweak that improves track visibility without 
denting immersion. 

But what of the enormous oversized 
mirrors? They're about twice the size of a 
real F1 cars’ and do a great job of blocking 
your view of the apex. We'd understand if 
they were actually useful, but they’re not. 
They are 100% useless. Cars can only be 
seen if they’re within a car length of you, 
beyond that they pop out of view — despite 
being able to see a vast stretch of the track 
and its surrounds. 

In racing the Al is fast, but too careful. 
They do make mistakes, though, which is 
nice. A tweaked penalty system sees a timer 
pop up with a chance to relinquish an illegal 
pass, also nice. But corner cutting has been 
relaxed and is too easy to abuse. 

From the beginning, this series has been 
all about ‘living the life’. That means nicely 
structured competition and career racing, 
and sweet icing like a good radio voice 
dude and funky strategic choices. Now 
brake balance can be adjusted in-car, and 
pre-race a choice of three fuel loads can be 
made, so more fuel, for example, means 
more time on the powerful Rich fuel setting, 


x Annoying flaws but still a happy 


but on the flipside it’s heavier. Good stuff. 

For bash and thrash fun Champions Mode 
throws up canned challenges, like beat Kimi in 4 
laps, etc. Season Challenge is a new compressed 
season of just ten of the most famous circuits, 
that’s nice too. And of course, the meat is the 
full Career mode, which is 5 years-worth of full 
seasons, pitting you against your teammate for car 
upgrades, and the rest of the field for the chance 
to get an offer from a better team. 

Yet, they muck it up again. In 2010, 2012 - and 
every damn F1 game ever made by anyone, ever 

— you could race a full season in your favourite car. 
Inexplicably that’s been taken out of 2012. Tough 
luck if you're a Ferrari, Red Bull or McLaren fan, 
because you'll have to start in a crappy HRT or 
Marussia and do potentially dozens of races 
for the chance — and it’s not guaranteed — to 
eventually be offered a drive in your preferred car. 

Once again the F1 series comes tantalisingly 
close to being great. The burden of a tight annual 
schedule, and an ever-increasing widening of the 
franchise and its supported platforms limit what 
can be done, but is it too much to ask for the 
basics? (() BM 


Xbox 360, PS3, PC (reviewed on PC) 


Developer Codemasters 
Publisher Codemasters 
Website www.formulal-game.com 
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Sound 
Sampled real-engines, incredible. 
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Is this newest model for a hit MMO going to work? We really hope so... 


I: would be easy to look at the current state of 
the MMO genre and think that the best piece 
of advice you could give to a developer looking 
to get into the market would be: don’t! The 
Secret World is proving to be a world of hurt for 
EA, with extremely lacklustre subscriptions, and 
other relatively new kid on the block, Star Wars: 
The Old Republic is looking to switch to free-to- 
play after a similarly disappointing opening six 
months. 

So what, then, can ArenaNet, the makers of 
Guild Wars 2 hope to bring to the table, where 
other, bigger companies have failed? 

The answer, at its simplest, is two things: 
one, a new way to sell their game that ditches 


the tired subscription model, and, two, a game 
world that is brimming with content from the 
very first moments of gameplay. And vibrant, 
thrilling, and often unique content at that. 


| do the what 
with the who, now? 


| will, however, get the biggest gripe that | - and 
a lot of other people I’ve spoken to — out of 

the way right now. It’s pretty minor, and it really 
is just a sign of how well ArenaNet’s done in 
front-loading GW2 with content, but the game 
is really tough to feel comfortable with at first. 


Sure, all games have a learning curve, but 
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there’s simply so much to take in when you 
first fire up GW2 that it can be overwhelming. 
ArenaNet’s obviously noticed this, and there’s 
a handy tutorial video now embedded in the 
game's launcher, but even then, it’s easy to feel 
bewildered by the sheer amount of choice you 
have even from the first few levels of gameplay. 

This, of course, is far better than having no 
choice at all, and ArenaNet’s claims of flattening 
the level curve have pretty much held up. 

The nature of a good MMO precludes a 
complete review this close to launch, but 
between me anda few other people in the 
office playing, we've looked at a range of races 
and classes. The consensus is that GW2 
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comes across as part Mass Effect, with its 
clever use of canned background options to 
provide customised storylines, part World of 
Warcraft, in its sheer colourfulness, and even 
part JRPG with a great many of its visual cues. 
If you add in a smattering of Warhammer Online 
(or, at least, the bits that game got right), you’ve 
got a good idea of the game's basic DNA. 

The lore of GW2’s world is suitably dense 
and epic, with apocalyptic happenings leaving 
some races near extinction, and others in the 
ascendancy, but part of sheer weight of stuff to 
learn in the game means it's easy to gloss over 
all the stuff you should be learning about the 
world. But man... there’s so much stuff to do! 


All about choice 


From character creation onward, Guild Wars 

2 gives players incredible control over their 
characters. The character design process is 
intensely detailed, with some amazing flexibility 
in crafting your hero. Added to some really 
interesting takes on classic ‘monstrous’ and 
‘elven’ tropes, and the game has a unique and 
atmospheric look from the get-go. During this 
process, you also answer a short questionnaire, 
which further impacts not only your character’s 
look (like wearing certain religious symbols), but 
also voice and early plot. A human character, 
or instance, can choose to have grown up 
among the nobility; the starting plot, then 
involves intrigues among those nobles. 

But it’s very easy to simply ignore the main 
plot, and start exploring. After brief intro that 
inevitably sees you defeat some easy mobs, 
then take part in a ‘group event’ (more on 
these later), then a boss fight that leaves you 
unconscious, you wake up and can get around. 
Crafting unlocks soon after, and quests are all 
over the place; a lot of these you don’t even 
have to do anything to start - a popup will 
open telling that so-and-so in the area wants 
something done, and how you can help them. 
A trader may want their trade-route cleared of 
threats, and the accompanying quest details 
feature a progress bar that fills in for every trap 
you remove, bandit you kill, or creature you run 
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off. You don’t even have to go back to quest 
givers — they send you any rewards in by mail. 

Aside from quests, there are vistas to 
explore, that when found reward you with 
points toward area completion bonuses, and 
a nifty panoramic pan of the area, and the 
aforementioned group quests; these are rolling 
quests that anyone can join in, such as clearing 
an area of undead, or helping a caravan reach 
its destination. In fact, the idea of actively 
helping anyone is encouraged; if you help 
another player out by attacking their target, you 
both get equal XP. 

The real kick in the guts that GW2 delivers 
to ‘standard’ MMO mechanics is the way 
weapon and equipment choice directly impacts 
gameplay. In WoW, for instance, you can arm 
a Warrior with an axe, sword or mace, and 
it really doesn’t impact the game; in GW2, 
however, each weapon comes with its in skills, 
three for your main hand, and two for your 
offhand, while two-handed weapons get a full 
five skills. So that same warrior, depicted in 
Guild Wars, has completely different skills; even 
someone with sword can equip a shield, or a 
dagger or even a horn in their off-hand, and get 
two more skills to mix and match. There are 
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other skills to develop, which can be bought 
with skill points (weapon skills unlock with use), 
such as healing buffs or burst attacks, and 
equipment also plays a big part. That said, the 
real-money aspect of the game, which is what 
ArenaNet’s using instead of a subscription, 
comes into play here, but not so much that 
you can’t play the game for free (after initial 
purchase, that is). 

It really is great to see that the commercial 
and gameplay elements of the game are so 
well balanced. 

There's a mess of other great things to like 
about the game, from the way you can set 
your character’s colour palette from creation, 
and then have items drop in that scheme, to 
wide array of craftable items, to the sheer fun 
of taking part in huge PVP battles that, even 
at level 5, you can make a huge impact in. But 
all that really needs to be said is that ArenaNet 
have succeeded where a lot of MMO makers 
have failed, and delivered a fresh, compelling, 
and above all fun MMO, that is there to be 
played at your pace, not the pace of your 
subscription. (@) DH 


( pc 


Developer ArenaNet 
Publisher. NCSoft 
Website: www.guildwars2.com 


Gameplay as 
Rich, varied, and fun. how 


Graphics Peis 
One of the best looking MMOs 
on the market. 


e Overall 
— Definitely one of the best MMO 
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FTL - FASTER THAN LIGHT 


FTL Drive 
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Contraiy 4 to WhaeS you are a about! to sreark FIL will not ear you mad... 


Pp ‘leans closer, scarred face glowing 
in the warmth of the plasma-tire* Mass 


Effect? KOTR? Borderlands? games for sissies! 
Do you see how | got this scar, eh? “points 
gnarled, fingerless, hand at face* in FTL my 
friend, FTL... “cough, wheeze* you don't know 
fear, you don’t know how dangerous the 
universe really is if you haven't seen your crew 
burning alive in their metal tomb, or having your 
fingers sliced off by a Mantis beaming aboard in 
the heat of battle! “waves mutilated appendage 
in your face again* Now git! 


Ah... Faster Than Light. | hate you. | hate your 
fast-paced escape from the Rebels, always 
nipping at my heels. | hate your random events 
that catch me by surprise, killing a crew member 
or leaving my ship a burning wreck around a sun. 
| hate the nail-biting battles | barely win only to 
find my prize, the leftover scrap, is just enough 
to let me limp onwards. And | definitely hate the 
awesome sense of reward as | make it further 
and further each game. 

For a mere $10, this indie game is more 
addictive than AAA titles many times its price. 
But what makes it so? FTL is a Rouguelike, a 
genre first named and spawned in the 80s 
from the game Rogue - revolving around level 
randomisation, turn-based movement and, 
most importantly of all, permadeath: if you die 
it's game over, there are no savegames (except 
if you exit, so you can put the game down and 
pick it up again). 

Subset Games has taken the formula, put 
it into space, and added a brilliant touch of 
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retro graphics and music. The result is a genius 
blend of looting, levelling, and bare-knuckle 
survival that has you on the edge of your 
command-chair, right up until you die. 

And you will die. A lot. It may sound counter- 
intuitive, but this isn’t a bad thing. The game is 
actually quite short, if you live long enough to 
complete it — the challenge of FTL however, and 
how you are scored, is really how far can you get 
before you die. If you happen to get to the end- 
boss and beat him, that’s just icing on the cake. 

Because you can’t save and reload, every 
choice in FTL has considerable weight to it - do 
you respond to the distress call and save a 
ship? It could be very rewarding, but it could 


also be a trap. Do you use your scrap (the 
in-game currency) to repair your hull right now, 
or save it until you find a shop to buy better 
weapons? Choose badly, and the next FTL 
jump could be your last. 

You quickly learn the universe is a brutal and 
unforgiving place as you run from the pursuing 
Rebels — desperate to stop you reaching the 
Federation with your secret information and 
spoiling their plans, jumping from sector to 
sector. Dying comes easy; however each 
time you die you've gained experience in 
understanding your ship, the enemies you meet, 
and the strategies you can develop to defeat 
them, making the next play-through easier. 


WARNING! 


INTRUDERS 
DETECTED 
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Available Achievements: 
Complete 2/3 to unlock a layout! 


There’s a lot of nuance to FTL: from the five 
different races, each of which brings different 
traits and benefits to your ship, to the strategies 
you can employ (fire on board? Fight it with 
crew, or open the blast doors and vent oxygen 
into space), to the randomly generated events 
which, even if you encounter the same one in a 
follow-up game, can have a completely different 
result. Saving a Mantis from an enemy ship 
might give you an extra crew member in one 
game, while in the next he turns out to be a spy 
and sabotages your vessel! 

Though the universe is unforgiving, there 
are pockets of relief in the form of shops in 
each sector. Here you can repair the hull, buy 
fuel, and load up on upgrades and weapons. 
Whether you can afford them... well, that 
depends on how much scrap you've earned 
from destroying ships or completing missions. 
And this highlights one of the other great 
dynamics about the game: you have a limited 
time in each sector before the Rebels catch 
up and destroy you, so you want to head for 
the exit point as quick as possible. However, 
the more time you spend exploring a sector, 
the more chance you'll have to earn scrap 
which you need to upgrade your ship. If you 
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don’t upgrade enough before the last sector, 
you won't have a chance taking on the boss. 
Hence, you’re constanily balancing risk and 
reward, trying to level up your ship while 
avoiding the Rebels. 

Added to this are some almost RPG-like 
elements where you need to follow quests 
that can appear, through which you can 
unlock more powerful and different ships for 
subsequent games. This also keeps it fresh, as 
not only is each universe different but different 
ships lend themselves to different gameplay 
styles too, so it’s always changing. 

While movement is turn-based, combat is 
real-time (though you can pause it to help you 
plan strategies) and involves managing your crew 
at their stations, power levels between systems, 
and of course the wide range of weaponised 
toys on hand: lasers, missiles, teleporting mines, 
robotic drones, ion cannons to disable systems 
and more. But everything you can do they can do 
too, so careful planning of your upgrades as you 
play is essential — you might put heavy emphasis 
on beam weapons, only io die by being boarded 
because you didn’t reinforce your doors or hire 
crew to fight intruders. 

If there’s one fault to pick with FTL it’s that, 
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while gameplay relies heavily on your skills as a 
tactician and sometimes some trigger-itching, 
the game will happily throw curveballs at you 
that you have no control over - like being unable 
to get enough scrap to upgrade sufficiently, or 
not finding a decent weapon in shops, leaving 
you underpowered. This can be frustrating, but 
on the other hand that’s the deal when you play 
FTL: it’s a vicious, random universe out there 
and the only clear fact is that you will most likely 
die. If you accept this when you start, you'll find 
FTL tons of fun and hard to put down. 

If you do manage to make it to the last 
sector there is an end-boss, the defeat of which 
means your crew survive and you win the game, 
but don’t expect to get there in your first few 
games. It took us... “tries to count on fingerless 
gnarled hand* uh... about 23 tries and sixteen 
hours of gameplay before we beat it the first 
time. And the catch? That was on ’Easy’. 

FTL may ooze classic pixel-graphic 
gaming of the years of yore, but under the 
hood it’s been finely polished and balanced 
to an addictive formula. It also teaches us 
something else: we need more games like it. 
We've been sheltered and pampered in our 
games with saving/loading shenanigans, but 
permadeath, as seen in indie titles like FTL or 
triple-A blockbusters like The Witcher 2’s Dark 
Mode, are an entirely different set of endorphin- 
triggering awesome. If you’ve not played a 
game with permadeath, fork out $10 for FTL 
and go hard. (=) AM 


Developer Subset Games 
Publisher-Subset Games 
Website www.ftlgame.com 


Gameplay 
Must... stop... playing... 


Graphics 
Classic kitsch. A 


5 me f Overall 
‘ More valuable than a dylithium 


crystal. You want this game. 
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GAMEPLAY 4 


Brees 2 is a really good game. In 
terms of chuckles, it ranks up there with 
the best, using great characters and truly laugh 
out loud dialogue to draw players into another 
quest to save Pandora from a truly entertaining 
villain. There’s the usual array of guns of all 
kinds and shapes, breathless shooter action, 
and the now signature cel-shaded art style that 
makes the aging Unreal engine sing. 

But it doesn’t quite make it to greatness, 
thanks to some inherent design... well, not 
design flaws, per se. But the deep co-op 
structure that the game is built upon can easily 
leave single players feeling like they’re not quite 
getting the full deal, while the impermanence 


BORDERLANDS 2 


of player agency in the game can lead to some 
repetitive fights and sequences. 

But we'll forgive a lot for any game with 
Scooter in it. 


Walls between 
me and the fun 


If an MMO came out with a questing system as 
obtuse and hard to get around as Borderlands 
2, it would be pilloried - and rightly so. 

There's a lot to be said with adding RPG- 
style questing to shooters — it opens up the 
gameplay experience by layering different goals 
over the usual ‘go here, kill those dudes, and 


. WW 
Yee-haw, and all that, as Pandora comes back to new life, with a new cast of heroes 


and villains. 


a door will open’ games of yesteryear. But the 
way it’s implemented in Borderlands — both in 
this new sequel, and in the original -— simply 
creates a wall between the player and the story. 

For one thing, no modern quest-based 
MMO other than a shooter lets you track only 
one quest at a time, but Borderlands 2 forces 
that on you. At any given time you could be 
travelling through a region rich in quest goals, 
but you won’t know unless you take the time to 
activate each quest; this makes it easy to miss 
entire side-quests, or, on the flipside, derails the 
main plot while you work out just where it is you 
need to be to help out Lillith and her growing 
cult of insane religious zealots. 
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Which, by the way, is kind of awesome - I’d 
totally be a zealot for Lillith. 

You're effectively forced to do quests one at 
atime, and this leads to a lot of backtracking 
over old ground. This wouldn’t be such a 
drawback, if that ground stayed cleared, but it 
seems psychotic mutants are hard to really kill 
off on Pandora; they also seem to suffer from 
serious OCD, too, because they’re always in 


the same numbers and spawn points. Even the 
named bosses respawn, meaning you might 
have to kill some characters three or even four 
times as you track over the icy/windswept/ 
dusty/shit-stained wastes of the planet. 

In fact, after a little while, | just found | didn’t 
look forward to side-quests, or even long 
stretches of travel. In a game with such a great 
sense of open exploration as Borderlands 2, 
that’s a cardinal sin. 


BORDERLANDS 2 * 


Not to mention a pretty impressive feat of 
mixed priorities. 


But there’s still a lot of fun 


It might sound like I’m getting kinda down on 
Borderlands 2, but there’s no denying there’s 
a lot of fun to be had with the game. It has a 
rich cast of wonderfully voiced characters, and 
having all the previous game’s playable cast 


as important NPCs is a clever move. It looks 
wonderful, too, with not only the most artful 
graphic design in gaming, but subile things like 
day/night cycles that show off all the cool things 
hanging above Pandora, or the great work 
done with PhysX — the way the environment is 
littered with debris — and, uh... fluids — after a 
big gunfight is amazing. 

But for all of that it just makes the mis-steps 
of the game that much more obvious. 


GAMEPLAY 


A lot of the game’s issues come from what 
seems to be a big focus on making co-op 
as easy and fluid as possible. When you're 
ignoring the plot, and any sense of Pandora as 
a ‘real’ place, and you’ve got some mates with 
you, the game excels. The way class-powers 
interact is a lot of fun, and the game lends itself 
to some pretty deep small unit tactics — not to 
mention smack-talk. 

Just comparing guns is a hoot, as you 
discover the depth and complexity that’s been 
added to the loot system. And, yes, any game 
that features weapons that explode when 
empty, that you can throw at enemies... too 
much fun, indeed. 

It occurs to me that the issue here is that 
the story and sense of place has come a poor 
second and third to the idea of Borderlands 2 
as a multiplayer experience. It actually feels a lot 
like Diablo Ill in the way it seems to be trying to 
force you into a particular playstyle, and damn 
you if you don’t want to do that. 

Essentially, Borderlands 2 is good enough; it’s 
fun, fast, and very furious. But it’s at its weakest 
when it tries to tell a story, and with such a rich 
setting, that is a real shame. () DH 


Gearbox 
2K Games 
www-:borderlandsthegame.com 


Gameplay 
Fun enough, though repetitive. 
Made up a by great characters, 
Graphics Ses 
Still as striking as.ev 

with some amazebc 


A good.game, but: not as great as it 
could have been. 
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XCOM: ENEMY UNKNOWN 


EIerny, 


JiTKHOW!} 


Cast your worries aside, Firaxis has delivered a spectacular reimagining of 
one of our favourite games of all time. 


R~ does a game bring with it such a 
heady mix of trepidation and anticipation. To 
PC gamers of a certain age the mere mention of 
XCOM is enough to spark a flood of memories, to 
hark back to a franchise that still stands as a 

high point in the potted history of turn based 
strategy games. 

By reimagining the original XCOM: Enemy 
Unknown (or as we prefer to think of it UFO: 
Enemy Unknown) Firaxis has taken a huge risk. 
While it has largely stayed true to the spirit of 
the original, it has also changed some of the 
fundamental game mechanics, and developed a 
UI that is designed to work with both keyboard 
and mouse as well as a game controller. 

This results in an interface that takes some 
getting used to. Try interfacing with the game 
using only the mouse and you'll find it feels clunky, 
but once you learn the handful of keyboard 
shortcuts that go along with it the experience 
actually becomes quite smooth and intuitive. 

The good news is that it doesn’t take long for 
the game's true colours to emerge. For this writer 
it was the moment where one of my characters, a 
veteran of the first two missions, moved a little too 
far forward and was summarily killed. Two other 
characters panicked, firing blindly in the direction 
of the perpetrating aliens. Unlike some games, 
where such a move would mean an instant reload 
of a saved game, the team soldiered on, exacting 
revenge for their fallen comrade and returning to 
base one man short. 

This is because XCOM is a game in which you 
will fail, in big or small amounts. The most careful 
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of tacticians will still have those moments where 
a soldier rounds a corner and finds themselves 


staring down a handful of very nasty looking aliens, 


ones that will proceed to end said soldier's career 
in short order. 

In many ways it is this kind of failure that makes 
XCOM so incredibly enjoyable. Throughout an 
entire game, which involves not only tactical 
combat also both strategic management of your 
base, research, equipment and global panic state, 
you will fail in some way. The end goal is to save 
the earth from the alien onslaught, but along the 
way countries will pull out of the alliance, soldiers 
will die and you'll need to make some tough 


decisions that nearly always have consequences. 
Through all of this Firaxis has managed to keep 
the experience enjoyable and gripping. There is a 
palpable sense of tension that permeates XCOM, 
both in the rising panic levels of the various 
countries that make up the alien fighting alliance 
and in the constant probing into the fog of war 
that occurs during tactical missions. 
Helping to ramp up the tension is the way 
in which your soldiers level up throughout the 
game. When a tactical mission ends some of 
your soldiers will receive promotions. As they 
are promoted through the ranks they gain new 
abilities, dependent upon the ‘class’ of soldier 


XCOM: ENEMY UNKNOWN 


‘Smokey’ 
BEN CLARKE 


that they are (there are four such classes — Heavy, 
Sniper, Assault and Support). These abilities 

take the form of binary choices, where you 
bestow certain abilities onto the soldier. Through 
these choices, and the ability to research new 
equipment for your team, you are able to mold 
each member of your squad into an important 
asset. Spend points the right way, and use the 
right equipment, and a support soldier turns into a 
handy medic, for example. 

This streamlining of character development 
isn’t the only area in which the game has been 
made more accessible than its predecessor. 

The other place where this is noticeable is in the 
tactical combat itself. Rather than hark back to 
the days of action points, XCOM uses a more 
streamlined system. Each round involves your 
soldiers receiving a two part turn. This is illustrated 
by an outlined area on the ground. There is a blue 
area within which you can move, then be able to 
perform an action such as shooting or going on 
overwatch (where you will take a potshot at any 
alien that moves within your field of view). You 
also have a larger yellow outline, within which your 
character can ‘dash’ — moving further but giving 
up the ability to perform an action. 

Soldier Skills can alter this mechanic. Some 


“¢, ‘Deadbolt! us 
CHARLES GREEN 


might increase the range of possible movement 
for that character, other abilities may allow you to 
shoot or go into overwaich after dashing. What 
results is a combat system that seems simple but 
actually ends up with an awtul lot of depth. 

It isn’t just movement that has changed. 
Firaxis has chosen to do away with the ability for 
characters to adopt different stances. Instead of 
crouching or going prone you can go into cover, 
which becomes an essential way of defending 
your troops. You'll ideally want everyone to end 
their turn in some sort of cover, as mechanics 
like flanking work for aliens as well as the player. 
This is actually implemented quite smoothly, and 
again soldier skills can modify the effect — a sniper 
for example can take a skill that increases their 
defense when on higher ground, which in many 
ways ameliorates the need for going prone. 

These tactical missions take on many forms, 
depending upon your actions in the global, 
strategic part of the game. Your team will be sent 
on everything from hostage rescues, missions to 
recover downed UFOs or even incursions into 
alien bases themselves. There is a great variety of 
tasks to undertake, and while maps do end up 
being reused, you never quite know where the 
threats will come from, which keeps the whole 


| Turn based came 


.\ GAMEPLAY 


experience both fresh and tense. 

While XCOM is most definitely focused on 
the depth of the single player experience, it does 
include a surprisingly fun multiplayer mode. This 
is confined to one on one matches, and can be 
played over the internet or over a lan (one of the 
more surprising, and welcome, inclusions in the 
game). This takes the form of turn based tactical 
matches, with configurable turn timers and the 
ability to build your team from both Alien units as 
well as Soldiers with various loadouts. In order 
to keep things balanced, team building uses a 
points system that works surprisingly well. 

Due to the sheer range of options, the 
multiplayer ends up being quite a tense 
experience, and a hugely enjoyable one. Perhaps 
the best testament to this was the recent event 
we held at Atomic HQ, where Atomicans had a 
chance to try out the multiplayer for themselves. 
The result was some very tense matches, and 
some very satisfied players — while it isn’t the 
focus, it is well worth checking out. 

Despite our initial worries, Firaxis has delivered 
spectacularly with XCOM: Enemy Unknown. Not 
only is it a game that fans of the original will enjoy, 
it is approachable and enjoyable for those new to 
the world of turn based combat. Not only does 
the strategic game capture the feeling of being 
Earth’s last line of defense against a superior 
enemy, but the turn based combat is both 
surprisingly nuanced and deeply tactical. To 
add icing to the delicious XCOM cake, the 
inherently randomised nature of the single player 
campaign will make for a lot of replayability into 
the future. () JG 


PC, Xbox360,PS3 (Reviewed on PC) 


Developer Firaxis 
Publisher 2K Games 


Website www.xcom.com 


Gameplay 
Both strategic and tactical aspects 
of the game work wonderfully. 


Graphics isn Agent: one) 


supposed to loi 


An-excellent experience for XCOM 
veterans and newbies alike. 
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GAMEPLAY 4 


MISTS OF PANDARIA 


Does the latest expansion really add anything new? 


A Pandaria. No World of Warcraft 
expansion yet had created such a split 

in the World of Warcraft community. Some 
players declared that introducing Pandaren as a 
playable race would ruin the game, while others 
were on the kung-fu bandwagon. Now that the 
expansion has been out for a week or so we’ve 
decided to take a look at what's new in the 
latest instalment. 

Blizzard has been stressing for some time 
that there is no major villain to kill in Mists of 
Pandaria — at least for the while. For the time 
being the game is about exploration and 
adventure, much like the original release of the 
game. So far we're enjoying the somewhat 
more relaxed atmosphere of simply questing 
and exploring without rushing headlong to kill 
and loot the boss. But the game is hinting of 
big things to come both with the Alliance-Horde 
war going from a simmer to a boil. 

Monks are the second new class to the 
added to game since its original launch seven 
years ago (the first being Death Knights, natch) 
and they are flavourful. They have some great 
abilities that just scream chop-socky, such as 
Flying Serpent Kick — everyone should be able 
to fly through the air and land in a thunderclap! 
The good news is that if you choose a non- 
Pandaren race (barring Worgen and Goblins) 
you train from level one as usual. The downside 
to that is that you have the same starting zone 
quests that, honestly, we’ve done before. 

If you choose to level as a Pandaren, 
however, well, you get a spankin’ new starting 
zone that’s completely separate from the 
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Pandaria continent all those 85-90s will be 
frantically questing through. 

I've never been into pet battles, pokebeasts 
or otherwise, but Blizzard has implemented 
the new mini-game system, which — if the 
comments in my chat channels are any 
indication — is dangerously addictive. Need a 
mate to tank an instance for you? Too bad, he’s 
watching small woodland creatures locked in 
gladiatorial combat. 

Cooking (of all things) has had a pretty big 
shake-up. You'll now be able to learn five 
different Pandaren cooking schools up to the 
new maximum skill level, however each of these 
schools has a skill range all of its own. If you’re 
into cooking then this could be a great way to 
develop some non-dungeon fun. However, it 
does also seem to be overly complicated, as 
there’s a lot to keep track of at once. 

The cooking quest hub at Halfhill Market is 
also tied into the Tiller reputation group, which 
will see you farming in your own little instanced 
veggie patch. We love the idea of this, but the 
fact that the quests are on a daily timer can be 
a bit of a grind. It would be satisfying to be able 
to farm at your own pace. 

It may be because the developers have 
spent so much time on the Cooking, but 
primary professions seem to be easier to 
level in this expansion than previously. For 
example, at level 87 we’ve been able to max 
both Tailoring and Enchanting — the latter being 
a notorious as a gold-sink — without having 
to spend too much gold in the auction house. 
Unheard of! 


World of Warcraft: 
Mists of Pandaria 


Blizzard isn’t doing anything especially new 
in Mists of Pandaria, but it’s had seven years to 
tweak its formula; the environmental designs, 
and gear sets all look great (so if we could just 
get the models for all the original races updated 
please!) and questing in the new areas is fun if 
MMOs are your thing. There are a lot of quest- 
lines packed into each zone; The Valley of Four 
Winds and Kun-Lai Summit in particular are 
full of story —- so much so that it can be hard to 
keep track of if you’re the type to want to clear 
each zone completely. Overall this is a solid 
expansion offering good gameplay experience 
and an improvement on Cataclysm. ((é' 


Developer Blizzard Activision 
a Publisher Blizzard Activision 
Website us.battle.net/wow/ 


| Gameplay 
| Quirky, but a lot of fun. 


Graphics 
How long can WoW. 


Still'a lot of fun for World of 
Warcraft diehards: 
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Building. Gaming. Reading. 


Atomic can now be read in digital form, and on multiple devices. 
Read the latest issue, anywhere you like, for only $4.99. 
Or you can subscribe for a year for $49.95. 


x<COM: ENEMY UNKNOWN 


XCOM: Enemy - 


Re we hosted a pretty fantastic XCOM: 
Enemy Unknown event, letting a mess 
of lucky Atomicans unleash themselves on 
remarkably close to finished code for this epic 
reboot of the franchise. 
The evening started with everyone taking turns 
to play the first 20-odd minutes of the game, 
including levels beyond the demo, before the 
serious business really started — multiplayer! 
Everyone engaged in some tense one-on-one 
battles. The game lets you tweak MP matches 


Unknown preview ni 


Many aliens died to bring some happy Atomicans this awesome-fun evening... 


in a variety of ways, so we set it up for 
action; we went with a low point-count 
of 7500, played on a map based 

around a bar strewn with alien victims, 
and with a severe 45-second turn limit. 

Oh, and can we say... LAN PLAY, 
YEAH!!! 

It was great seeing everyone's tactics, 
from sinking all those points into one 
uber-bad character, or spreading it out 
into as many cheap units as possible; 
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XCOM: 


ENEMY UNKNOWN ‘eZ [Swng 


some went for humans, some for aliens, some 
for an unholy mix of both! It was a lot of fun 
watching the players in action, scooting from 
one screen to another to see both sides of the 
fog-of-war. 

What was particular exciting, for us and for 
our guests from 2K Games, was seeing So many 
fans of the original show up and be blown away 
by the new game. We got to play a bit too, and 
it really is looking like a fantastic strategy game, 
lovingly building on the original. 

At the end of the night we’d whittled our 
24 guests down to six winners, and they'll 
walk away with a copy of the game, when it’s 
released, and also a ticket to the big XCOM 
launch party, which is a pretty neat prize! But 
everyone got something, as 2K had a goody- 
bag with a t-shirt and keychain waiting at 
the door. 

So thanks again to 2K for giving us such a 
fun event, and thanks to all the Atomicans who 
came along. See you next time! (= 
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GAMEPLAY 4 MOBAR 


Sydney's first streaming League of Legends tournament took place recently... 


Lo shouting and cheering could be 

heard at the corner of Pitt and Bridge 
Street at Circular Quay, on Saturday night. As 
curious people walked into The Republic Hotel 
to check out what was going on, they traced 
the eyes of the patrons to one of the many 
televisions around the bar, and shared looks of 
astonishment when they realised what they were 
shouting at... a video game! 

The first ever Australian MOBAR (MOBA + 
BAR) was held on Saturday, streaming the finals 
of the Summer OnGameNet: The Champions, a 
League of Legends tournament contested by 
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some of the best teams in the world. The 
event attracted thousands of live fans 
supporting their favourite team in Korea, 
and about 350 fans at MOBAR. 

According to Forbes, League of 
Legends (LOL) is the world’s most played 
video game, with more than 21 million 
users playing nearly 1.3 billion hours in 
the last fiscal year, doubling the second- 
placed most popular game, World of 
Warcraft. 

According to AusProLeague, the 
organiser of the event, “MOBAR is an 
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attraction of MOBAR, “It gives a chance to 
know everyone... meeting someone face to 
face for the first time after talking online; it’s 
awesome.” 
At the end of the night, Azubu Frost managed 
to survive two game points to beat Counter 
pe Logic Gaming EU three to two. The room 
exploded in chants of “Azubu, Azubu, Azubu!” 
“We're happy to see so many fans of LoL 
attending our first event,” Peter “APLCrucius” Du, 
the organiser of MOBAR said. “We're definitely 
going to be doing it again.” (@) MW 


event where you can get together with friends 
and other League of Legend players/spectators 
and enjoy quality League of Legend matches 
straight from premier leagues, all while grabbing 
a meal and drinks together.” 

When asked about how the event was going 
at this early stage, Tony “Yons” Hooper, eSports 
organizer for LoL ANZ instantly replied, “Bloody 
awesome man, the crowd is awesome, there 
are so many people here!” 

That kind of giddy excitement was shared 
with the bar's employees, too, “It’s the first 
time I've seen anything of this kind,” one of 
the bartenders, Grace said. “It's a whole other 
world!” 

Fans were cheering loudly for Azubu Frost, 
the underdog team; they were down 2-0 (ina 
best of five format) and playing their possibly 
last game. “F***ing yes, yes, | believe!” screams 
an Azubu fan next to me, while | was talking 
with Derek “iM. Raydere” Trang. Trang, one 
of the best players in Australia, explains the 
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Bigger, better, 
more soul destroying 


UFO: Enemy Unknown sequel Terror from the Deep was a gameplay 
masochists dream. At least, John Gillooly thinks so. 


hen the original UFO: Enemy Unknown 
Wie: in Australia, it did so just when 
| was busy with my last year of high 
school. A combination of a lack of funds and 
that nagging voice in the back of my head telling 
me to study meant that | actually played very 
little UFO at the time, and certainly | spent only a 
fraction of the time that | did playing Terror from 
the Deep during my university years. 

Besides being the first game to actually bear 
the XCOM name in the antipodes, Terror from 
the Deep was the game that happened when 
Microprose decided to get its own developers 
to.make an XCOM sequel, leaving the Gollop 
brothers to work on the third game in the series. 

As the name suggests, Terror From the Deep 
took place largely underwater, as aliens emerged 
from an ancient colony ship that crashed, taking 


Failure made those 


incongruous underwater experience (once you 
could swim though, a carefully placed explosion 
could add so much tactical depth to a UFO 
incursion). It was the game where | learned to 
love the panic, sending rookies into the hole | 
just blew in the side of a UFO with the rocket 
launcher wielded by my one veteran on | 

the team. 

Whereas the Gollops had managed to deftly 
balance difficultly levels in the Enemy Unknown, 
in TAD you could, and did, get wiped out while 
barely stepping out of your ship. Biting off 
more than you could chew was rewarded with 
the game brutally slapping you down, with no 
remorse shown as you watched your crew 
die one by one, with the knowledge that there 
weren't enough action points in the world to get 
out of the situation. 


moments of success so much sweeter... 


out the dinosaurs along the way. It is a game 
forever occupying a special place in my gaming 
memories, brilliant in its own right, even if it didn’t 
have the sheer purity of experience that UFO 
delivered. 

There were so many extra things piled onto 
the UFO engine that Microprose licensed from 
the Gollops. The game not only had melee 
weapons, but the underwater premise meant 
that all of the technological advances made 
during a game of UFO were rendered useless. 
You started out with some pretty woeful pieces 
of hardware, and many a shot felt like the ‘ 
aliens were laughing at you as your feeble lead 
flinging was met with a totally out of proportion 
response. 

Missions in TftD were long and arduous, 
usually involving clearing multiple levels of 
crashed UFOs or buildings. Despite being 
underwater, and arriving in an underwater 
spaceship, you couldn't actually swim until 
later in the game, making for a seemingly 
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Basically Microprose managed to tune the 
alien's difficulty all the way up to bastard in TD. 
And it was freaking wonderful. It’s one of those 
things that has been neglected in these days 
where mainstream titles tend to offer difficulty 
levels that included five flavours of easy and an 
unlockable hard mode. 

Yet despite the ruthless nature of the game 
it was too compelling to turn off. Failure made 
those moments of success so much sweeter, 
and actually completing the game stands as one 


of the highlights of my early gaming years. 
Despite the sheer soul sucking brutality that 


’ Terror from the Deep could dish out, it still stands 
: alongside the original UFO, Jagged Alliance and 


Jagged Alliance 2 as one of the finest tactical 
games of its era. There have been very few 
single player experiences that have had me 
hooked for months and months, and when it 
comes to the long, long list of games played 
since | first picked up an Atari paddle and played 
Kaboom as a child, it-still stands as one of the 
finest in my mind. @ JG 
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GAMING EDITION 


DreamBook Power P17CR 
From $1699 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power P57 
From $2999 


RRP Inc-GST 


High Performance 
Mobile Workstation 


Powerfull 6 Core 
Desktop Replacement 


3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 
Up to 32GB DDR3 Memory 
17.3" Full HD (1920x1080; 16:9) Crystal Bright Screen 
nVidia GeForce GTX 675M 2GB GDDR5 PCI-Express x16 Graphics 
2 x Serial-ATA Drives; mSATA Support 

- 3.5G Broadband; 2 Mega Pixel Camera; TV Tuner (optional) 


- 3rd Generation Intel Core i7 Desktop Processor 

- Up to 32GB DDR3 Memory 

- 17.3" Full HD (1920x1080; 16:9) Crystal Bright Screen 

- nVidia GeForce GTX 680M 4GB GDDR5 PCI-Express x16 Graphics 
+3 x Serial-ATA Drives; RAID 0/1/5 Support 

+ 3.5G Broadband; 2 Mega Pixel Camera; TV Tuner (optional) 


DreamBook Power W15CR 
From $799 


RRP Inc-GST 


DreamBook Power P15CR 
From $1299 


RRP Inc-GST 


reamBook Power W76 id 
rom $449 


DreamBook Power BD1 eve? 
From $549 


RRP Inc-GST 


15.6” 6” | 
ull HD Screen Y 


- 3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / iS / i7 Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 Memory 

+ 15.6" HD+ (1600x900; 16:9) Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GT 650M 1GB DDR3 Graphics 
+ 3.5G Broadband Modem; 2 x USB 3.0 Ports 

+ 9-in-1 Card Reader; 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


- 3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / iS / i7 Processor 
- Up to 16GB DDR3 Memory 
+ 15.6" Full HD (1920x1080; 16:9) Crystal Bright 
- nVidia GeForce GTX 675M 2GB GDDR5 

PCI Express Graphics 
+ 3.5G; 9-in-1 Card Reader, 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


- Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Mobile Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 Memory 
- 15.6” Full HD (1920x1080; 16:9) LCD Display 
- nVidia GeForce GT 425M 1GB DDR3 
PCI Express Graphics 
+ 3.5G; 9-in-1 Card Reader; 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


Intel Core i3 / i5 / 17 Mobile Processor 
Up to 8GB DDR3 Memory 

15.6" Wide (1366x768; 16:9) LED Screen 
ATI Radeon HD 5470 1GB GDDR2 

PCI Express Graphics 
802.11b/g/n Wireless; Bluetooth 


DreamBook Power P37 DreamBook Power W17CR DreamBook Ultra Power W11 DreamVision Power i7 PC 
From $2999 From $899 From $799 From $699 
RRP Inc-GST RRP Inc-GST RRP Inc-GST RRP Inc-GST 


- 3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / 15 / i7 Processor 

- Up to 32GB DDR3 Memory 

- Powerfull nVidia GeForce / AMD Radeon Graphics 

+ Multiple Serial-ATA Hard Drives with hot 
Swappable and RAID 0/1/5 options 

- Multiple case and power supply choices 


- 3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / 17 Processor 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 1333MHz Memory 

+ 17.3" FHD (1920x1080; 16:9) Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GT 650M 1GB DDR3 Graphics 
+ 2.x SATA Hard Drives; 3.5G Broadband Modem 
+ 9-in-1 Card Reader; 2 Mega Pixel Camera 


- Ultra-light: under 2.0kg; Up to 7 Hours Battery Life 
+ 3rd Generation Intel Core i3 / i5 / i7 Processor 

+ 11.6" (1366x768; 16:9) Crystal Bright 

- nVidia GeForce GT 650M 2GB PCle x16 Graphics 
- Up to 8GB DDR3 Memory 

- WiFi; 2-in-1 Card Reader; 1.3 Mega Pixel Camera 


3rd Generation Intel Core i7 / Extreme Processor 
Up to 32GB DDR3 Memory 

17.3" FHD (1920x1080; 16:9) Crystal Bright 
nVidia GeForce GTX 680M 4GB DDRS5 Graphics 

+ 2.x SATA Hard Drives; 3.5G Broadband Modem 

- 2 Mega Pixel Full HD Camera, 9-in-1 Card Reader 


All prices include GST, exclude freight, all images are for illustrative purposes only. Errors and omissions excepted. Free 1 Year On-site Pickup & Return Warranty, 2 and 3 Years Optional. 
- 1SO0 9001 Quality Endorsed Company QEC11489 - Commonwealth Government Endorsed Supplier 263 - State, Local, Government, Education Contract Supplier 


Build your own dream! Dreamcare.com.au 
Wwww.pion eer.netau New online service and. support 


1300 883 218 / sales@pioneer.net.au for all brands of PCs, Notebooks 
Unit 237 O'Riordan St/Alexandvia NSW 2015 Australia and Servers. 


NSW:(02) 9690 2888 QLD: (07) 3257 3879 VIC: (03) 8790 1830 NZ: (649) 3770497 Fax:(02) 9690 0333 


gee CORSAIR 


corsair.com 


aaa 
Introducing the Corsair XT , O O i 


DIGITAL ATX POWER SUPPLY 
Complete Digital Control. 


80 CORSAIR 
DIGITALLY CONTROLLED POWER 

The revolutionary new AX1200i is the first desktop PC power PLUS’ 

supply to combine DSP control with Corsair Link” to bring you PLATINUM DIGITAL 
an unprecedented level of monitoring and customization. The 

digital signal processor in the AX1200i adjusts on the fly for 

incredibly tight voltage regulation, clean and stable power, poe 

and efficiency that’s 80 PLUS® Platinum certified. It’s so > Digitally controlled power for 
efficient that the fan isn’t even used at lower power loads. solid voltage regulation and 


outstanding performance 
CORSAIR LINK 


Combine the AX1200i with Corsair Link for real-time > Upgraded internal components 
monitoring of temperature, efficiency, and power use. Using and digital design for 

the Corsair Link Dashboard, you can even set your own eee 
over-current protection points and fan profiles. There’s simply 80 PLUS Platinum efficiency 
no other power supply like it. > Fully modular cables for 

The Corsair AX1200i Digital ATX Power Supply. quick and easy installation 
Designed for you. : 

Learn lots more at: corsair.com/ax1200i 


f facebook.com/corsair | | @CorsairMemory 


Ee ALTECH 1300 131 660 


altech.com.au 


CHECK OUT THESE OTHER CORSAIR PRODUCTS DESIGNED TO MAKE YOUR PC THE BEST PC 
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